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Battleships and Battlecruisers 


AS THE MOST POWERFUL fighting ship which 
the wit of man could devise, the battleship 
remained the ultimate weapon of naval 
warfare for a longer period than any other 
type of fighting ship. After a startling but 
premature debut in the early sixteenth 
century, the multi-decked wooden ‘line of 
battle’ ship had become the mainstay of the 
world’s leading fleets by the middle seven- 
teenth century. Two hundred years later, 
still primarily dependent on wind power, 
wooden battleships had undergone few 
essential changes other than the installation 
of auxiliary steam engines. Over the next 30 
years the battleship was transformed by the 
new technology of the Industrial Revolution, 
with steam power, explosive shell, armour 
plate and rifled breech-loading guns re- 
placing the wind power, solid battering 
shot, wooden hulls and smooth-bore muzzle- 
loaders of the stately past. In this grim new 
incarnation the battleship’s reign continued 
for another 60-odd years, to be cut short in 
the Second World War by the superior 
range and weaponry of naval aviation. 

Even after its transformation in the later 
nineteenth century, the battleship retained 
two enduring features from its long past. 
First, the battleship remained the heaviest 
concentration of fire-power which could be 
built into a sea-going warship. Second, the 
battleship remained the biggest floating 
structure contrived by man until its last 
four decades of supremacy, surpassed only 
in sheer bulk by the giant passenger liner, 
and by the post-1945 heavy aircraft-carrier 
and mercantile ‘super-tanker’ of the last 25 
years. Throughout its long career, the 
battleship’s prime function was to serve 
both as delivery vehicle and firing platform 
for its batteries of heavy guns. It was a 
floating, self-propelled fortress, with the 
massive construction needed both to carry 
its own guns into action and endure the fire 
of the enemy. 


Reduced to its bare essentials, medieval sea 
fighting under sail had come to rely on two 
main tactics by the time of the advent of 
shipboard cannon in the later fifteenth 
century. The first tactic was the attrition of 
enemy crews by missile fire and incapacitat- 
ing substances like powdered quicklime 
(the latter unpleasantness being released 
downwind to sear the enemy’s eyeballs). 
Incendiary missiles — fireballs hurled by 
catapults — were rarely used as often at sea 
as ashore, for the risk of fire aboard the 
attacking ship was always as great as that 
aboard the intended victim. 


After this preliminary bombardment, the 
second and decisive tactic was invariably 
that of closing the enemy ship and boarding 
it, the engagement being decided by hand- 
to-hand fighting on the enemy’s deck. With 
particular reference to the English naval 
victory of the French at Sluys in June 1340, 
the chronicler Jean Froissart bleakly noted 
that ‘Sea fights are always fiercer than fights 
on land, because retreat and flight are 
impossible.” The main objective was the 
capture rather than the destruction of the 
enemy ship. And in precisely the same way 
as with the garrison of a castle under attack 
on land, a defending ship’s company of 
fighting men which failed to eject a superior 
force of boarders had little prospect of 
survival, unless a formal surrender was 
made and accepted in good time. 

Froissart also makes it clear that well- 
equipped ships also carried special missiles 
calculated to disable enemy ships as well as 
assisting the decimation of their crews. Ina 
particularly hard-fought action off Win- 
chelsea in 1350 a Spanish fleet had come 
down Channel well stocked with piles of 
stones and heavy iron bars for the discom- 
fiture of the English. ‘The Spanish ships 
being bigger and higher than [the English], 
they were able to shoot down at them and 
hurl the great iron bars which did consider- 
able damage.’ Such disabling tactics were 
common and could be improvised on the 
spur of the moment. In the Winchelsea fight 
one Spanish ship, seeking to tow away the 
lighter English vessel to which it was 
grappled, was captured: 


when one of Sir Robert’s men called Hanekin 
performed a notable feat of daring. With his 
drawn sword in his hand, he braced himself and 
sprang on board the enemy ship, forced his 
way to the mast, and cut the sail cable so that 
the sail sagged and no longer drew. Then he 
skilfully severed the four main ropes which 
stayed the mast and the sail, so that this col- 
lapsed and the ship came to a stop. Seeing this, 
Sir Robert of Namur and his men leapt eagerly 
on board the Spaniard, with their swords 
drawn. They attacked its crew so heartily that 
they killed them all and threw them overboard, 
and captured the ship. 


The characteristic silhouette of the medieval 
warship was dominated by the two fighting 
towers or ‘castles’ built fore and aft of the 
single mast with its square sail. Castles 
could be easily added to merchant ships 
commandeered for fighting service and as 
easily removed when the vessel was re- 
leased. Their function was to provide a good 
field of fire for archers, cross-bowmen and, 


Previous pages : The cannonade 
of Navarino (20 October 1827), 
last fleet action of the age of 
fighting sail. Though the 
position and crescent-shaped 
formation of the Turkish fleet 
were well judged, the 
superiority of the allied fleet 

in ships of the line (12 to seven) 
proved the decisive factor. 
After a four-hour pounding 
match, over half the Turkish 
fleet had been sunk. The allies 
did not lose a single ship. 


from the later fifteenth century, hand- 
gunners — not merely for the long-range 
attrition of enemy crews, but just as im- 
portantly to provide a cross-fire against 
enemy boarders. The defensive function 
of these castles was so important that it 
survived the shipbuilding revolution of the 
middle fifteenth century, when the ability 
to sail close to the wind was conferred by the 
addition of fore and mizzen masts and sails, 
and the medieval cog gave place to the multi- 
masted, ocean-going carrack. Castle struc- 
tures with the same, traditional function 
were also regarded as vital features of the 
new warships, built to carry heavy guns 
mounted in tiered broadsides, which began 
to appear in the early sixteenth century. 
King Henry VIII (1509-47) set out to 
build the best fleet of regularly maintained 
warships which England had ever had, and 
he amply succeeded. The two most splendid 
ornaments of his fleet, Great Harry and 
Mary Rose, may fairly be called the earliest 
recognisable sailing battleships, each with 
multi-decked broadside gun armaments of 
bronze muzzle-loading cannon and iron 
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breech-loaders firing through gunports. 
Specimens recovered from the sunken Mary 
Rose in the Solent show that the guns of 
these remarkable ships were decades (and, 
in the case of the iron breech-loaders with 
their screw-on powder chambers, centuries) 
ahead of their time. But Henry VIII always 
looked as much to the past as he did to the 
future, hoping to surpass the exploits of 
England in the ‘Hundred Years War’ with 
France. The startling innovations in naval 
artillery made on his orders were seen as 
auxiliaries to the tested weaponry and 
tactics of the Middle Ages, not as an entirely 
new chapter in naval warfare. In the con- 
temporary depictions of Great Harry and 
Mary Rose (in each case made after the 
ships’ extensive reconstruction in the 15308) 
there is no ignoring the massive, even 
grotesque castle structures sweeping up- 
wards at stern and bow, each with guns 
emplaced fore and aft to sweep enemy 
boarders off the deck. The castles built into 
these unwieldy giants with such delibera- 
tion were manned not only by hand-gunners 
but by archers, armed with the good old 


Above : Panorama of the battle 
off Southsea, Isle of Wight (19 
July 1545) in which Henry 
VIIT's experimental battleship 
Mary Rose sank as she sailed out 
to engage the French Fleet. 
Two of her masts are shown 
above the surface, with a lone 
survivor waving for help from 
the mizzen top. Inept ship- 
handling seems to have caused 
Mary Rose to heel too far, 
rolling her lower gunports 
below the surface. She was 
certainly not sunk by the light 
guns in the French galleys 
(centre), shown trading shots 
with the giant Great Harry. 
Though the perspective in this 
picture is inaccurate, Great 
Harry seems to be yawing to 
starboard to bring her forward 
portside guns to bear on the 
galleys. One of the most 
revealing details is the hotch- 
potch nature of the English 
fleet at upper right: galleys, 
converted merchant carracks, 
even single-masted cogs of the 
type which had fought at Sluys 
200 years before. 
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Above right : Clash of the Dutch 


(top) and English battle lines 

in the ‘St James’ Day Battle’ off 
the North Foreland (25 July 
1666). Having won the 
advantage of the wind — the 
weather gauge — the English 
fleet under Albemarle is 
preparing to concentrate its 

fire on the centre and van of the 
Dutch line. The English fleet 

is shown deployed as ordered 
by the ‘Fighting Instructions’ 
of the Duke of York (afterwards 
King James II): line-ahead in 
three squadrons, van (white), 
centre (red), and rear (blue). 
De Ruyter, who commanded in 
the Dutch centre, was badly 
supported by his rear squadron 
under Cornelis van Tromp. At 
one stage the English brought 
22 ships to bear against the 
stubborn resistance of de 
Ruyter’s eight. The Dutch lost 
20 ships out of 88 ships of the 
line and frigates, and de Ruyter 
did well to keep his fleet from 
total disintegration. The 
English lost only one ship in the 
battle. 

Below right : Surrender of 
Ville de Parıs, flagship of the 
French Admiral de Grasse, 
after the battle of the Saints 
(12 April 1782). Rodney’s 
deliberate breach of the 
French line at two points in 
the battle set a precedent for 
the classic victories of Jervis, 
Duncan and Nelson. 
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longbow which had helped win Edward 
III’s sea fights at Sluys and Winchelsea 200 
years before. 

A telling extract from an English manual 
of naval tactics dating from the 1530s shows 
that the old sequence of enemy crew attrition 
followed by closing and boarding still ruled 
the roost: 


In case you board, enter not till you see all the 
smoke gone, and then shoot off all your pieces, 
your port-pieces, the pieces of hail-shot and 
cross-bar shot to beat his cage-deck; and if you 
see his deck well rid, then enter with your best 
men, but first win his top in any wise if it be 
possible. 


The ‘cage-deck’ (clearly shown in the 
Antony Roll depictions of Great Harry and 
Mary Rose) was the upper deck protected 
with netting to foil boarders. ‘Hail-shot’, as 
the name implies, was anti-personnel scat- 
tering shot, the ancestor of grapeshot and 
canister (musket balls packed in a thin 
metal cylinder). ‘Cross-bar shot’ seems to 
refer to a disabling missile, known in later 
years as ‘dismantling shot’, made of two bars 
of semi-circular cross-section, clapped face 
to face and rivetted together in the middle 
to fit snugly into the gun. It was clearly the 
direct descendant of the ‘great iron bars’ 
mentioned by Froissart; on being fired the 
two halves of the shot would skew open to 
form a hideous whirling missile, equally 
potent for slicing rigging aloft or mowing 
down enemy crewmen massed on deck. 
Nowhere is any stress laid on the effect of 
the heavy guns’ solid shot smashing into 
the timbers of the enemy ship, each impact 
causing a deadly spray of jagged wood 
splinters as effective as any ‘hail-shot’. 

Thus 200 years after Sluys, in ships 
fitted with the most advanced naval guns in 
the world, we find the old medieval formula 
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still prevailing: close the enemy, disable his 
rigging if you can, certainly concentrate all 
available fire-power on the soldiers defend- 
ing his upper deck, then settle the matter by 
boarding. To this end, sea-worthiness had 
been ruthlessly sacrificed in the rebuilding 
of Henry VIII’s ‘great ships’; and this is 
confirmed by all contemporary accounts 
and archaeological evidence of the dramatic 
sinking of Mary Rose (19 July 1545) as she 
wallowed out to engage the French fleet in 
the Solent. She came out with all guns 
loaded and their ports opened, but with her 
upperworks crammed with armoured sol- 
diers, archers and hand-gunners —it has been 
suggested maybe 200-300 more than her 
normal complement of 415 sailors and 
soldiers. This was to be a sea fight in the 
good old style, with gunnery supplementing 
archery in the softening-up opening phases. 
But when the ungainly hull heeled to the 
wind and its lower gunports dipped under, 
Mary Rose sank like a stone and effectively 
took the old style of sea fighting with her. 

Forty years later, with the supreme 
showdown with the Spanish Armada ap- 
proaching, it was a very different story. As 
Sir Walter Raleigh eloquently stated, sea- 
worthiness, manoeuvrability and balanced 
gun armament were now the paramount 
virtues in the English fleet: 


We find by experience that the greatest ships 
are the least serviceable, go very deep to water, 
and of marvellous charge and cumber... they 
are less nimble, less mainable, and very seldom 
employed. Grande navio grande fatiga, saith 
the Spaniard. A ship of 600 tons will carry as 
good ordnance as a ship of 1,200 tons; and 
though the greater have double her number, 
the lesser will turn her broadsides twice before 
the greater can wind once. The high charging 
of ships it is that brings them ill qualities, 
make them extreme leeward, makes them sink 
deep in the water, makes them labour and 
makes them overset. 


Raleigh ended his dissertation with a par- 
ticularly vivid phrase: a plea for ‘more 
steadiness and less tottering cage-work’. 
That a ship should be seaworthy and a good 
gun platform; these were not only the best 
qualities of the low-slung Elizabethan gal- 
leons which fought the Armada, but the 
prerequisites of the battleship which Grand- 
Admiral Tirpitz would still be stressing 
during the building of the Imperial German 
High Seas Fleet, over 300 years later. 
But Raleigh’s contemporary Sir William 
Monson argued that there was still much to 
be said for the traditional ‘great ship’, listing 
its virtues as ‘Majesty and terror to the 
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enemy; more commodious for the harbour- 
ing of men; carry more artillery; of greater 
strength inboard and make the better de- 
fence; will over-top a lower and snug ship; 
the men cannot be so well discerned’. To 
thinking Tudor seamen like Raleigh and 
Monson, it was clear that the ideal warship 
would marry the towering strength of the 
‘great ship’ to the speed, handiness and 
balanced fire-power of the galleon; for the 
present, however, they would have to make 
do with what they had. 

The new galleons built from the 1570s 
onward were the best warships in the 
English fleet, but they were no more the 
numerical mainstay of the fleet in July 1588 
than Spitfires were the mainstay of RAF 
Fighter Command in 1940. The bulk of the 
English fleet consisted of converted mer- 
chantmen and ‘great ships’, with their 
forecastles and stern superstructures cut 
down to improve sea-worthiness. In num- 
bers of actual fighting ships the Spanish 
Armada had only a slight advantage over 
the English — with the vital difference that 
the English did not have a lumbering convoy 
of transports and troop carriers to protect 
at all costs. English tactics were as simple 
as they were entirely novel: to harrass the 
Armada, as it moved up-Channel, with 
superior manoeuvrability and the stand-off 
hitting power of gunnery. Nothing would 
have suited the Spaniards better than an 
old-style closing and boarding engagement, 
but the English refused to oblige and fought 
on their own terms instead. 

What neither side had anticipated — this 
being the first naval confrontation of its kind 
in the history of the world — was the pro- 
digious expenditure of ammunition in a 
running sea fight arbitrated by gunnery. 
When the Armada reached the Dover 
Straits virtually intact, after six days of 
harrassment since passing Plymouth, the 
English captains were screaming for more 
powder and shot; the Armada was well 
stocked with powder but had never expected 
to fire off so much shot, which was in 
equally short supply in the Spanish ships. 
It took the famous fireship attack on the 
Armada as it lay off Calais (on the night of 
28-29 July) to succeed where English 
gunnery had so far failed and panic the 
Armada out of its defensive ‘crescent moon’ 
formation. Once scattered the ships of the 
Armada immediately fell victim off Dun- 
kirk, as this single Spanish account shows, 
to English attacks which swarmed in and 
‘balled’ individual Spanish ships as bees 
combine against intruders into their hive: 


The San Felipe was surrounded by seventeen 
of the enemy’s ships. They directed against 
her a heavy fire on both sides and on her stern. 
They approached so close that the muskets and 
harquebusses of the galleon were brought into 
service, killing a large number of men on the 
enemy’s ships. They did not dare, however, to 
come to close quarters but kept up a hot 
artillery fire from a distance, disabling the 
rudder, breaking the foremast, and killing 
over 200 men on the galleon. 


At least most of San Felipe’s survivors had 
the luck to be taken off by one of the 
Armada’s transport ships; after the dog- 
fight off Dunkirk her crippled hulk was 
towed by the Dutch into Vlissingen, where 
it sank. By this time San Felipes surviving 
consorts had fled north on their ruinous 
voyage back to Spain around the British 
Isles, with mortality soaring from wounds 
and disease. But in the exultant English 
fleet, whose battle casualties had been far 
less than in the crammed ships of the 
Armada (estimated at around Ioo English 
lives, against maybe 4,000 Spanish) con- 
ditions were little better. On 10 August the 
victorious English admiral, Lord Howard, 
wrote in fury to Lord Burghley that: 


Sickness and mortality begins wonderfully 
to grow amongst us; and it is a most pitiful 
sight to see, here at Margate, how the men, 
having no place to receive them into here, die 
in the streets. I am driven myself, of force, to 
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come a-land, to see them bestowed in some 
lodging; and the best I can get is barns and 
such outhouses; and the relief is small that I 
can provide for them here. It would grieve any 
man’s heart to see them that have served so 
valiantly to die so miserably. 


Apart from the lack of medical facilities, 
these needless losses were mostly caused by 
the failure to anticipate how long the fleet 
would have to remain at sea, and embark 
sufficient stores. Though the Armada fight- 
ing of July 1588 conclusively proved the 
virtues ofthe tiered broadside, both in long- 
range bombardment and close ship-to-ship 
action, the galleon’s stowage capacity for 
ammunition, replacement gear and pro- 
visions was only moderate at best. Though 
the English stuck to the galleon for the 
remaining 16 inconclusive years of the 
Spanish war (ended by King James I in 
1604), it was not long before shipbuilders 
of all the leading sea powers began to 
experiment with heavier warships, which 
would have better habitability and greater 
storage capacity as well as more powerful 
armament. 

Despite the otherwise appalling neglect 
of the English fleet under James I (1603- 
25) the reign nevertheless produced the 
Prince Royal of 1610: a design by master 
shipbuilder Phineas Pett, unmistakably 
based on the galleon type but expanded to 
incorporate three gun decks. Originally of 56 


Battle of Porto Novo (20 June 
1783), fought in Indian waters 
between the British fleet of 
Admiral Hughes and the 
French under Admiral the 
Bailli de Suffren. Here the 
British line, at left, is trying to 
overtake the head of Suffren’s 
line and ‘cross his T’. Suffren, 
however, declined to accepta 
full-blooded fleet action. He 
stuck to his main objective and 
lured the British fleet out to sea, 
raising the siege of the French 
garrison in Cuddalore. 
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guns, Prince Royal underwent two recon- 
structions which finally raised her armament 
to the startling total of 90 guns. The 1620s 
saw the establishment of a French fleet on 
the orders of Cardinal Richelieu, when five 
French two-deckers of 60 guns were built. 
But the most famous warship of these 
experimental years remains the 64-gun 
Vasa of Sweden, which like Henry VIII’s 
Mary Rose sank on her maiden voyage (10 
August 1628) and lay preserved by marine 
silt until her rediscovery after the Second 
World War. Vasa’s loss occurred because 
she was built far too narrow in the beam and 
carried insufficient ballast, causing her to 


roll her lower gunports under as soon as 
she heeled to the wind. 

Apart from the fact that they could have 
blown any Armada galleon of barely 30 
years before clean out of the water, all these 
new ships had one very obvious feature in 
common. They flaunted gorgeous decora- 
tive schemes from stem to stern — elaborate 
figureheads, carved friezes and scrolls along 
the sides, ports highlighted with wreaths, 
massive sculptures adorning the stern, 
blazing with gold leaf. All this splendour 
was by no means mere vanity or extrava- 
gance: on the contrary, it underlined the 
ship’s importance as a deliberate investment 


in seaborne hitting-power, and the wealth 
and resources of the state which had built 
the ship. The baroque splendours of these 
new seventeenth-century warships echoed 
Monson’s comment in praise of the other- 
wise obsolescent ‘great ship’: ‘majesty and 
terror to the enemy’. In short, they marked 
the true beginning of the battleship’s moral 
effect as the ultimate ocean-going deterrent — 
a phenomenon destined to endure without 
a break from the 1620s to the Second World 
War, long after the gorgeous ornamentation 
and dashing paint schemes had given place 
to the sombre menace of battleship grey. 

By the soth anniversary of the Armada a 
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total revolution had been achieved in war- 
ship design by that remarkable English ship- 
building dynasty, the Petts. Phineas Pett, 
who had built the Prince Royal, and his son 
Peter had launched the Sovereign of the Seas: 
a three-decked, 100-gun giant which set the 
pattern of capital ship construction for the 
next 200 years. Built to the orders of King 
Charles I (1625-49) and launched in 1637, 
the Sovereign was not only the biggest war- 
ship in the world but also the most beautiful, 
glittering with gilded decoration from one 
end of her elegant hull to the other. From 
the Dutchmen whom she fought in three 
successive Anglo-Dutch wars over the 


Nicholas Pocock’s fine 
watercolour of Victory 
breaking through the Franco- 
Spanish line at Trafalgar, 
raking the stern of the French 
flagship, Bucentaure with a 
devastating broadside. 
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ensuing 40 years, the Sovereign earned the 
thoroughly respectful nickname of de gouden 
duivel — ‘the golden devil’ — because of her 
deadly blend of beauty and crushing fire- 
power. 

If Charles I had devoted as much care to 
his sailors’ pay and welfare as he did to 
building mirrors to his glory like Sovereign 
of the Seas, he would have kept the fleet 
from defecting en masse to the Parliamen- 
tarian cause, and probably would have won 
the English Civil War. Instead his great 
battleship (renamed Sovereign by the Re- 
publican ‘Commonwealth’, and Royal Sov- 
ereign after the Restoration of King Charles 
II in 1660) fought with high distinction in 
the fleets of his killers and of his sons. 
Sovereign underwent two major recon- 
structions and was still very much in 
service, with the navy of William of Orange, 
when she was accidentally destroyed by 
fire in January 1696. Without this untimely 
end Sovereign would certainly have exceeded 
the active career of Nelson’s Victory (57 
years, to Sovereign’s §4). 

The impressive longevity of Sovereign’s 
career established another enduring feature 
of the big battleship: excellent value for 
taxpayers’ money. The bigger and tougher a 
ship’s hull is built, the slower it is to de- 
generate when laid up or ‘mothballed’ be- 
tween wars. It is also more suitable for 
reconstruction and modernisation, both in 
structure and weaponry. As we shall see, 
one of the weirdest phenomena of modern 
naval history is that Britain, after three 
centuries of experience in prolonging the 
lives of her warships, should have thrown 
that experience to the winds after 1945. 

Sovereign was no more perfect in all 
respects than any other trail-blazing war- 
ship type; her biggest weakness was her 
tendency to heel so far in a beam sea that 
the lower-deck gunports (behind which 
lay the ship’s heaviest guns) had to be kept 
closed on the lee side. In certain conditions 
this could enable a two-decker, with lower- 
deck ports further above the waterline, to 
fight her on momentarily equal terms. It was 
a weakness retained to a greater or lesser 
degree by all British three-decked sailing 
battleships; other navies such as the French 
and Spanish tended to favour less guns and 
a wider, more solid hull to provide a steadier 
gun platform. (Because of their natural 
predilection for warships of shallower 
draught, the Dutch also favoured the two- 
decker). 

These qualities made French and Spanish 
warships coveted prizes for the British, 
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who usually managed to compensate for the 
structural inferiority of their ships by 
superior seamanship, aggressive tactics and 
gun drill. Nevertheless, Spain, not Britain, 
produced the biggest battleships of the age 
of sail, in the late eighteenth century — ships 
like the 112-gun San Josef, Concepcion, 
Salvador del Mundo and Principe de Asturias, 
and the monstrous Santissima Trinidada of 
136 guns and four decks (the latter captured 
but sunk as the result of battle damage at 
Trafalgar in 1805). All these Spanish giants 
fought at Cape St Vincent on 14 February 
1797, against a British fleet containing only 
two Ioo-gunners and four of 90 guns or 
more. But the result was a shattering Spanish 
defeat in the course of which Nelson’s 
grossly outgunned Captain (74) boarded 
and took in rapid succession the San Nicolas 
(80) and San Josef (112). In the age of sail, 
mere weight of metal was never the ultimate 
deciding factor. 


Once adopted by the English in the 1650s, 
the basis of fleet tactics remained the line of 
battle. The line-ahead formation was not 
only the most efficient exploitation of 
broadside fire-power: it was the best way of 
exercising coherent command over the fleet, 
normally divided between the junior ad- 
mirals commanding the van, centre and rear 
of the line. Going ‘by the book’, the normal 
ploy on sighting the enemy was to try to 
get up-wind of him, and thus ‘seize the 
weather gauge’. Having gained this advant- 
age, an attacking fleet could open the battle 
as it chose. An admiral confident in his 
fleet’s proficiency in gunnery would not, 
however, be unduly downhearted if he were 
forced to accept the downwind or ‘lee 
gauge’; in such a position disabled victims 
of his ships’ fire were bound to drift down- 
wind to total ruin. 

Once the rival lines of battle had been 
formed and manoeuvred to the optimum 
gunnery range (100 yards or less) the 
slaughter would begin, the aim of each ship 
being to mark down an opponent and batter 
it until it was incapable of fighting on. A 
badly handled ship which presented bow or 
stern to an enemy broadside could expect 
to be promptly ‘raked’, the enemy’s fire 
smashing from one end of the victim’s hull 
to the other with devastating effect. An 
unusually resolute commander and disci- 
plined crew were required for a ship to fight 
on after being raked more than once — ideally 
from both bow and stern. 

Ships were very rarely sunk in battle 
during the age of sail; most shot holes in the 


hull were taken above the waterline. Sink- 
ings of battle-damaged ships after the battle, 
as with both sides after Trafalgar, were 
common. Beaten ships were expected to 
strike their colours when so many men had 
been killed or wounded, and so many guns 
knocked out, that further resistance was 
impossible. Flagships usually tried to close 
with their opposite numbers in hopes of 
killing or capturing the enemy admiral and 
leaving his fleet leaderless. It was never any 
part of an admiral’s function to lie back, like 
a general in a land battle, and direct the 
action from the rear; his was to lead, if not 
from the front, at least from the thick of the 
action. 

Even when more fluid tactics began to 
creep in at the end of the eighteenth century, 
and ‘breaking the enemy’s line’ in more than 
one place became a new ideal, the basic 
importance of the line of battle survived 
unchanged. Ships were ‘rated’ by their 
nominal ability to stand up to the enemy’s 
fire in the line of battle. Thus a ‘first-rate’ 
ship of the line carried 100 guns or more, 
‘second-rate’ 84-100, ‘third-rate’ 70-84 and 
‘fourth-rate’ 50-70. Fifth-rate (32-50) and 
sixth-rate (any number up to 32) ships were 
classed as frigates, unfit to ‘take their place 
in the line’. By the end of the Napoleonic 
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Wars in 1815 the fourth-rate ship had be- 
come almost totally obsolete and only ships 
of the first three rates were considered fit 
for the line of battle. As we shall see, these 
distinctions by rate outlived the matériel 
changes wrought by the Industrial Revolu- 
tion and were still very much alive — 
especially in the debate over the battle- 
cruiser’s true status — by the end of the 
First World War. 

One of the stupidest blunders committed 
in the French Revolution was the disband- 
ment of the excellent divisions of seaman 
gunners maintained by the French Navy of 
the ancien régime. These specialists were 
denounced as an ‘aristocracy’ (nowadays we 
would doubtless say elite) ‘of artillerymen’ 
by the Republican Convention of 1792. 
As a result French naval gunnery deteri- 
orated overnight and the fleets of the 
Republic relied heavily on the old medieval 
ploy of closing and boarding, while the 
reactionary British continued to rely on 
drilled gunnery. 

The sailing battleship’s be-all and end-all 
was the power and regularity of its broad- 
sides of solid, battering shot. A broadside 
did not mean that every gun fired as one; 
this would have placed an intolerable strain 
on the ship’s timbers. It was, rather, a rapid 


At Trafalgar, Nelson was 
counting on the inability of the 
enemy admirals to handle their 
fleet in any formation other 
than the traditional line- 
ahead. Once the Franco- 
Spanish line had been sliced 
in three by Nelson’s two- 
pronged attack, the battle 
became a welter of ship-to- 
ship dog-fights in which 
superior British gunnery won 
the day. 
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Below : The bombardment of 
Algiers, chief lair of the 
notorious Barbary Pirates, by 
Lord Exmouth’s battle 
squadron (27 August 1816). 
This was a well-prepared 
exploitation of battleship fire- 
power at almost point-blank 
range. It was seldom that 
battleships ever had the chance 
of engaging shore batteries 
virtually at surface level, as 
Exmouth knew was the case at 
Algiers. As the British and 
French would discover at the 
Dardanelles, 100 years later, 
shore batteries emplaced on 
higher ground were avery 
different proposition. 


drumming sequence of fire from stem to 
stern as each gun came to bear on a recog- 
nisable target: an unscathed section of hull, 
say, or a notably active gun crew in the 
enemy ship. Though the captain of the gun 
supervised the frantic ballet of sponging 
out the gun after each shot, reloading, 
running the gun out, and the actual firing, 
the most important man in the crew was the 
gunlayer who supervised the aim. And the 
gunlayer’s importance was destined to pre- 
vail until the advent of centralised fire 
control, with director guidance rather than 
individual gunlayers’ firing, on the eve of 
the First World War. 

The establishment of the battleship as 
the ultimate ship of war, together with the 
line of battle and the start of the rating 
system, all date from the middle seventeenth 
century. The same applies to the battle- 
ship’s other role, which proved far more 
enduring than its predominance in fleet 
actions, and is still relevant even in the 
missile era of the 1980s. This was the role of 


bombarding shore targets and silencing 
enemy batteries as a preliminary to raids 
from the sea or landings in force. One of 
the earliest instances was the feat of Crom- 
well’s Admiral Robert Blake on 20 April 
1657, when he took a fleet of 25 ships amid 
the bristling shore defences of Santa Cruz, 
Teneriffe, to liquidate a sheltering Spanish 
treasure fleet. Blake entered the harbour in 
line-ahead, silencing the fire of the encircling 
forts while battering 16 Spanish ships into 
surrender; these were then boarded and 
burned, while Blake withdrew on the ebb 
tide without the loss of a single English ship. 
It was while attempting to repeat this feat at 
Santa Cruz with insufficient force (only 
four ships of the line) that Nelson was beaten 
off with heavy loss in July 1797, losing his 
right arm in the process. 

At Copenhagen (2 April 1801) Nelson 
took the immense gamble of sailing close 
inshore to trade broadsides with a Danish 
line of battle protected by shore forts and 
floating batteries. Despite a particularly 


gory ordeal of fire the weight of shot thrown 
by the British line proved adequate to over- 
come the combined fire of the Danish ships 
and batteries, though only just. The same 
held true of the bombardment of the Barbary 
Corsairs’ fortified lair at Algiers (27 August 
1816), undertaken by Lord Exmouth with 
five ships of the line and ten frigates. In an 
intense cannonade Exmouth’s ships shat- 
tered the town, silenced the harbour forts 
at virtually point-blank range and destroyed 
the Corsair fleet. Well aware of the narrow 
margin between defeat and victory in such 
a venture, Exmouth had prudently rein- 
forced his ships’ hulis, strengthened their 
armament and exhaustively drilled his gun 
crews in marksmanship and rate of fire. 

The potenual of the sailing battleship 
was again displayed at Navarino (20 October 
1827), the last fleet action of the age of sail, 
when an allied Anglo-Russian-French fleet 
destroyed the greatly superior Turkish fleet 
in Navarino Bay (southern Greece). The 
allied fleet consisted of 12 ships of the line, 
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eight frigates and about half a dozen 
smaller warships; the Turkish fleet was 65 
ships strong, but only seven of them ships 
of the line. It was drawn up at anchor in a 
massive horseshoe formation and protected 
by two forts commanding the entrance to 
the bay. The resultant converging field 
of fire thus presented to the allied fleet was 
not, however, strong enough to silence the 
allied ships of the line which deliberately 
anchored at its heart. After a four-hour 
bombardment the Turks had lost 35 ships, 
most of them burned by their own crews in 
lieu of formal surrender. Though the allied 
ships suffered severe damage, not one of 
them was lost. 

Navarino brought to a close two centuries 
of naval warfare in which the wooden, sail- 
driven battleship had ruled supreme by 
virtue of intense broadside fire at the 
closest possible range. There was, in 1827, 
little or no indication of the revolutionary 
changes in battleship design which the en- 
suing 50 years held in store. 


Below : The British flagship 
Asia in the thick of the action 
at Navarino. ‘As each ship of 
our opponents became 
disabled,’ wrote Admiral 
Codrington, ‘such of her crew 
as could escape from her 


endeavoured to set her on fire; 


and it is wonderful how we 
avoided the effect of their 
successive and awful 
explosions.’ 
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Previous pages : The famous 
tug-of-war between the British 
steam frigates Rattler and 
Alecto in 1845, which proved 
conclusively that screw 
propulsion was superior to 
paddlewheel propulsion. In 
warships the paddlewheel’s 
greatest drawbacks were the 
drag it exerted when the ship 
was under sail, and its 
inevitable reduction of broad- 
side gun armament. 

Below : The ‘wooden walls’ of 
Navarino had one great 
advantage over the first steam- 
powered warships. A sailing 
ship’s hull capacity could be 
used to the full, instead of 
being devoured by as much as a 
third by engine-room space. 


‘THE 40 YEARS BETWEEN the Battle of 
Navarino in 1827 and the Battle of Lissa in 
1866 saw the essential ingredients of the 
modern battleship — steam power, explosive 
shell, armoured protection and turret- 
mounted main armament — go into the 
melting-pot. The development of each of 
these ingredients required a technological 
revolution in its own right, and the overall 
process was complicated by the temporary 
addition of a feature hitherto reserved for 
oared galleys: the exploitation of steam 
power to enable warships to sink the enemy 
outright by ramming him below the water- 
line. 

With hindsight it is all too easy to sneer at 
the crusty conservatism in naval circles 
which clung to wood and sail and opposed 
the new gifts of science at every turn. This 
conservatism certainly existed, but there 
was a lot more to it than blind tradition- 
worship. There were far more practical 
objections to the new ideas than emotional 
ones, and the most telling practical objec- 
tion (still alive and well in the 1980s, 


technology-mania notwithstanding) was 
that the existing systems worked as well as 
could be desired. The immediate effect of 
the new systems (if they could ever be made 
to work anything like as well, which seemed 
unlikely) would be to render the existing 
systems worthless at a stroke. It was pre- 
cisely in this spirit that Earl St Vincent had 
opposed Robert Fulton’s experimental sub- 
marine when this was offered to the British 
Admiralty in 1803, refusing point-blank ‘to 
encourage a mode of warfare which those 
who commanded the seas did not want and 
which, if successful, would at once deprive 
them of it.’ 

The idea of steam propulsion for warships 
extended St Vincent’s line of thinking by 
another so years. By the time of Navarino 
steam-powered ships were an undeniable 
reality and their virtues were obvious to all. 
Steam tugs and transports for river and 
coastal work, always ready for service 
independent of currents, tides and winds, 
were a marvellous innovation. There were 
few if any objections to the building of 
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steam-powered light warships designed 
specifically for coastal and inshore work. 
But the prospect of ocean-gomg ships ever 
relying wholly on steam seemed as remote, 
in the 1830s, 40s and sos, as that of men 
fiving to the moon (or, for that matter, 
anywhere, in craft other than balloons). 
The first steam vessels were driven by huge 
paddlewheels, and their boiler furnaces 
devoured prodigious quantities of fuel. 
When fitted to ocean-going sailing ships, 
paddlewheels were a monstrous drag on the 
ship’s speed and sea-worthiness. Quite 
apart from the bunker space required to 
store enough fuel even for short bursts of 
auxiliary power, the bulky engines also ate 
heavily into the ship’s available internal 
space. And fitting paddlewhcels to warships 
intended to lie in the line of battle was an 
obvious non-starter, because paddlewheel 
mountings reduced armament 
bv over half. 

The development of screw propulsion — 
a propeller at the stern instead of paddles 
at the side — solved the broadside problem; 
the screw had an added advantage in that 
it could be hoisted inboard for unimpeded 
progress under sail. The question of 
whether paddlewheels or screws were the 
more efficient was answered in March and 
April 1845 by a series of contests between 
two 880-ton British trigates, cach fitted with 
a 200 horsepower engine. HMS Rattler was 
driven by screw, HMS Alecto by twin 


broadside 


paddlewheels, and the tests were carried 
out in the calmest conditions available. The 
speed test was a race of 100 miles, easily 
won by Rattler. The power test was the 
clincher: a stern-to-stern tug of war be- 
tween the two ships which ended with 
Alecto, paddles frantically thrashing at full 
power, being towed helplessly astern at a 
speed of almost 3 knots. Though paddle- 
wheel propulsion survived into the twen- 
tieth century because of the matchless 
manoeuvrability it gave small craft, the 
Alecto Rattler trials conclusively proved the 
superior speed and fuel-to-power cconomy 
of screw propulsion. By the 1850s, with the 
rehability and compactness of marine steam 
engines improving yearly, the installation 
of auxiliary steam propulsion was at last 
spreading from flotila craft and frigates to 
the multi-decked wooden giants of the line 
of battle. 

As tar as the development of the battle- 


ship was concerned, it was a happy fluke of 


history that the first war in which steam- 
powered battleships were put to the test was 
the Crimean War of 1854-56. The leading 
European navies, those of Britain and 
France, found themselves required to op- 
erate in uneasy alliance against the Russian 
Empire. The two major theatres of the 
naval war against Russia were the land- 
locked Baltic and Black Seas — ideal waters 
for experimental fleet evolutions with what 
were still experimental ships. It was not a 


The allies steam to war in the 
Crimea. This is the French 
steam-powered 3-decker 
Charlemagne passing the 
Bosphorus on her way to the 
Black Sea, 23 October 1854. 
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demanding war for the Anglo-French battle 
squadrons, none of which were of sufficient 
force to guarantee decisive results in in- 
effective bombardments of Russian coastal 
defences. The battleships’ main contribu- 
tion in the Black Sea, once the troops were 
ashore in the Crimea, was landing heavy 
guns to bombard Sevastopol’s landward 
defences, and contributing boats for inshore 
raiding. But in the rocky, confined waters 
of the Gulf of Finland auxiliary steam 
power proved itself a real blessing. It 
freed the most valuable warships in the 
allied fleet from the centuries-old night- 
mare of being caught by an untimely wind 
on a hostile lee shore. If steam-powered 
battleships had had to make their opera- 
tional debut in a conventional naval war, 
enforcing distant blockade from the safety 
of the open sea, steam would have been 
hardly if ever used and the virtues of sail 
would have been re-stated instead. 

Yet the Crimean War achieved far more 
than ensuring that new battleships would 
be designed and built with steam engines as 
well as sail. (There was only one such ship 
in the allied armada in 1854: the newly- 
completed HMS Agamemnon.) With its 
dramatic revelations of the power of ex- 
plosive shell and the strength of armour 
plate, the Crimean War also served notice 
on the traditional ‘wooden wall’ battleship 
and its short-range, solid shot. 


Solid shot crushes the target or (if the 
target is thin enough) smashes clean through, 
with disastrous effects on anyone or any- 
thing in its path, but with a destructive 
effect notably limited to its line of flight. 
An explosive shell, with its bursting charge 
detonated by a fuse set either at the instant 
of firing or seconds before, is a much more 
destructive projectile. It not only hurls 
lethal splinters over a much wider area than 
a solid shot: the flash and heat of an explod- 
ing shell starts fires. Until the first half of 
the nineteenth century, however, shells 
were only used in indirect fire: lobbed out of 
mortars on a high, slow-travelling trajectory 
which came down on the target from above. 
Because their shells could be dropped on the 
far side of high ground or the upperworks of 
fortifications, heavy mortars were an in- 
dispensable element of siege artillery. Be- 
cause of their size and bulk and the weight 
of their projectiles, mortars were unsuitable 
for rapid deployment with the field artillery. 
A mortar shell or ‘bomb’ could weigh 200 
pounds while the heaviest field artillery 
pieces were usually 9 orat most 12-pounders. 
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These pieces used direct fire, with the 
projectile following a low trajectory or, at 
short ranges, a direct flight-path from the 
gun’s muzzle to the target. Field artillery 
began to use explosive shrapnel shells, 
packed with bullets, in the last decade of the 
Napoleonic Wars; but shrapnel shells also 
used indirect fire, their purpose being to 
riddle concentrations of enemy troops by 
bursting in the air. 

For 150-odd years the only explosive 
shells used in naval warfare were mortar 
bombs fired by specially-built ‘bomb 
ketches’. These, the sea-going equivalent 
of siege artillery, lacked foremasts and 
carried their mortars well up in the bows. 
They were ideal for bombarding harbour 
defences or ships protected by fortified 
anchorages. It was in the latter role that the 
bomb ketch made its debut in 1682 in a 
French attack on the Barbary Corsairs of 
Algiers (an international pest which was 
not removed, even after the dramatic Anglo- 
Dutch bombardment of 1816, until the 
conquest of Algiers by the French in 1829). 
But it was not until after the Napoleonic 
Wars that serious attempts were.made to 
adapt the new explosive shells, as used in 
land warfare, to the main armament of 
warships. 

In 1821 a French Army artilleryman, 
General Henri Paixhans, began to experi- 
ment with the idea of marrying the greatly 
superior range of the long-barrelled gun to 
the superior destructive power of the ex- 
plosive shell and producing a naval gun 
capable of firing shells in direct, low- 
trajectory fire. His researches prospered, 
and in 1824 an old 80-gun ship of the line, 
Le Pacificateur, became the first warship to 
be sunk by naval shellfire, though only as an 
immobile target ship. Thus encouraged, 
the French Ministry of Marine approved 
the adoption of naval ‘shell-guns’ in the 
1820s and 1830s: the first genuine improve- 
ment of naval artillery (other than mere 
increases in weight of shot over the years) in 
three centuries. The new ‘shell-guns’ were 
first fired in anger on 27 November 1838, 
by a French squadron sent out to put pres- 
sure on the Mexican government. When 
negotiations got nowhere, Rear-Admiral 
Baudin, commanding the squadron, de- 
cided on a show of force: a bombardment 
of the offshore fort of San Juan d’ Ulloa at 
Vera Cruz. Two and a half hours’ bom- 
bardment by a force consisting only of four 
frigates sufficed to blow up the forts 
powder magazines, silence its guns and 
leave the wretched Mexican commandant 


British battleships Sanspareil 
and Agamemnon bombarding 
the Sevastopol forts (23 
October 1854). Even if the fleet 
had not landed so many guns 
for the army to use as siege 
artillery from the landward 
(also without avail), the 
Sevastopol defences were still 
too tough for wooden warships. 
The Russian gunners hit back 
stoutly and inflicted 
considerable damage on the 
bombarding force, with about 
300 British seamen killed and 
wounded in the action. 
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with no option but to order the formal 
surrender of the fort. 

When news of the incident reached 
Britain it drew a respectful mention in the 
House of Lords from no less an authority 
than the Duke of Wellington — ‘the only 
instance I know’, he admitted, ‘of a land 
fortress being reduced purely by naval 
force’. Naval conservatives were however 
less impressed, pointing out that this 
victory had only been won over a second- 
rate fort (a Mexican one at that) and that a 
ship-to-ship action would have been a very 
different story. It took another 15 years 
before this confidence was shaken, in which 
time the ‘shell-gun’ became sufficiently well 
established for it to be adopted by the 
Russian Navy (1852). And it was the latter 
service which carried out the first shellfire 
bombardment by battleships: the so-called 
“Massacre of Sinope’ (30 November 1853). 

It happened during the Russo-Turkish 
conflict which, in the following year, was to 


escalate into the Crimean War. Seven 
Turkish frigates and two corvettes under 
Vice-Admiral Osman Pasha had taken 
shelter behind coastal batteries in the 
southern Black Sea port of Sinope, where 
they were blockaded by Admiral Paul 
Nakhimov with three Russian ships of the 
line. Having been joined by the rest of his 
battle fleet from Sevastopol — three wooden 
first-rates armed with shell-firing 68- 
pounders — Nakhimov attacked out of a 
timely morning mist, silenced the coastal 
batteries and sank every Turkish ship in the 
harbour. There has seldom been a more 
shattering vindication of a new weapon; 
though the victims were grossly outmatched 
(frigates against first-rates) they were de- 
stroyed in a position which, according to 
orthodox naval thinking, was considered 
secure from seaward attack. 

The savage competence of Nakhimov’s 
attack on Sinope was completely lacking on 
the allied side when the British and French 
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Herald of a new era: the French 
ironclad frigate Gloire of 1859, 
with an oak hull protected by 
an iron belt. Hardly less novel 
was her broadside of breech- 
loading rifled guns, firing 
explosive shell. Though fully 
ship-rigged, Gloire had a top 
speed of 13b knots under steam. 


landed in the Crimea (14 September 1854) 
and marched politely on Sevastopol without 
any siege guns. These had to be provided by 
the warships: over 50 guns, half the fleet’s 
ammunition and about a third of its men. 
As a result the allied bombardment of 
Sevastopol’s defences by land and sea (17 
October) was too feeble to do any serious 
damage. The Sevastopol forts were as- 
sisted by Nakhimov’s warships, which shot 
back to such good effect that five British 
battleships were heavily damaged and 300 
of their men killed. 

Despite a year of allied misery and 
futility outside Sevastopol, the Russians 
failed to relieve the city from the landward 
and it fell on 9 September 1855. By this 
time both sides knew that this was a point- 
less war with no possibility of a traditional 
solution; but as the peace feelers went out 
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the allies decided on a final operation to put . 
pressure on the Russians. This took the 
form of an amphibious attack on the Rus- 
sian forts at Kinburn at the mouth of the 
River Bug, which if successful would leave 
the Russian naval arsenal of Nikolayev (only 
25 miles away) open to direct attack. And 
the bombardment force included three 
weird objects built on the orders of the 
French Emperor Napoleon III: floating 
batteries armoured against counter-bom- 
bardment with 4-inch sides of iron plate. 
For good measure these batteries were 
feebly powered by steam engines, though 
by no means could they be described as 
ships; they were towed to the scene of 
action and only used their engines to move 
into their firing positions without endanger- 
ing their tugs. 

After a westward feint towards Odessa, 
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10,000 allied troops were safely landed on a 
Kinburn spit on 15 October 1855, safely out 
of reach of the Russian guns. Eleven war- 
ships moved into firing positions at about 
1,000 yards range and opened fire on the 
forts while the French ironclad batteries 
cast off their tows and lumbered into close 
range before joining in. The results were 
shattering. After only three hours’ bom- 
bardment at 800 yards range which blasted 
great chunks of masonry from the walls at 
each hit, the Russian forts surrendered. 
Presented with immobile targets at point- 
blank range, the Russian batteries had 
scored 132 hits on the nearest two French 
ironclad batteries, of which only five had 
managed to dent the armour. The British 
naval C-in-C, Admiral Lyons, was in no 
doubt that a new era was being ushered in by 
these ironclad batteries, reporting to the 
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Top : Britain’s Warrior was far 
more advanced than her rival 
Gloire — the first warship built 
entirely of iron, with her 
armoured belt backed by 18 
inches of teak. 

Above : Defence, only three 
years after Warrior, was 
completed with a ‘cleaver’ bow 
for ramming instead of the 
conventional frigate stem. 


British Admiralty that “the only effect upon 
them was the appearance of a few rust-like 
marks where the shot struck and bounded 
ofP. 

Having thus established the value of 
armoured floating structures under fire, the 
French swiftly took the process to its 
logical conclusion and produced the first 
true armour-plated steam warship. This 
was the Gloire, designed by Stanislas Dupuy 
de Lome and launched in 1859. Originally 
ordered as a wooden 90-gun ship of the line, 
Gloire was completed as a steam frigate with 
a single deck of 36 66-pounder guns. The 
hull was sheathed at the waterline with a 
belt of iron plate armour 4:7 inches thick. 
And it was the latter feature, rendering the 
ship able to survive while bombarding and 
sinking unprotected enemy ships, which 
drove the British to building ironclad ships 
of their own. 

Once this happened the sensation caused 


by Gloire's appearance was bound to be 
brief, because in the late 1850s Britain's 
superiority in high-grade iron and steel 
production was still second to none. The 
British had already blazed the trail with 
iron-hulled passenger and freight-carrying 
ships. Isambard Kingdom Brunel's Great 
Britain, launched in 1843, was the first iron- 
hulled screw-driven ship to cross the 
Atlantic. The soundness of her construction 
was involuntarily demonstrated on her fifth 
voyage when she ran aground in Ireland 
and lay stranded for 11 months (1846-47) 
before being salvaged in excellent condition 
— an ordeal which few if any wooden ships 
of her size could have survived. Hence the 
confidence with which the British designed, 
built, and launched HMS Warrior (1859- 
60) as an answer to Gloire. 

Warrior was the first warship built 
entirely of iron and her armoured protection 
— 4} inches of armour plate backed by 18 
inches of teak — was greatly superior to that 
of Gloire. Warriors 40 guns (26 68- 
pounders, ten IIo-pounders and four 70- 
pounders) were, like those of Gloire, mount- 
ed in conventional broadside on a single 
deck. But Warrior displaced 9,210 tons to 
Gloire’s 5,600 tons; she could steam at 14) 
knots to Gloire’s 13 knots; and she was, at 
380 feet, no less than 127} feet longer than 
the French ironclad. 

Though Gloire and Warrior both retained 
the full ship-rig of three masts and a con- 
ventional press of canvas, both could easily 
have sunk the mightiest wooden first-rates 
in service with any navy. Given this un- 
doubted fact, their nominal classification as 
“steam frigates’ (from their common single- 
decked broadside) was an obvious anomaly, 
though 27 years were to pass before Warrior 
was officially re-classified as a 3rd class 
armoured screw battleship. Though rivals in 
design, Gloire and Warrior together rep- 
resented the addition of armour plate and 
iron construction to the existing combina- 
tion of steam power and shell-firing guns. 
An entirely new era in the balance of world 
sea power was thus opened: that of challenge 
and counter-challenge, with each new war- 
ship type threatening to make obsolete the 
most modern ships not only of rival fleets 
but of its own fleet as well. Though com- 
pleted to the same basic formula, each of 
Warriors immediate successors (Black 
Prince, Resistance, and Defence, 1860-63) 
showed a conscious effort to improve on the 
standards set by its predecessor and not 
merely reproduce them. After Warrior the 
centuries-old reliance on warships of a 


Top : Cross-section of Warrior, 
showing the gun deck and the 
huge space occupied by her 
engines. 

Right : The old sailing 

skills remained essential until 
steam warships could carry 
enough fuel to dispense with 
the’ship rig. This is Bellerophon 
taking advantage of a following 
wind by setting studding-sails 
on foremast and mainmast. 
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Vhe first ironclad battle: 
Monitor (left) and Merrimack 
batter each other at point- 
blank range in Hampton Roads 
(9 March 1862). Though 
heavily outgunned by Monitor’s 
twin II-inch turret guns, 
Merrimack’s sloping armour 
stood up well to the Union 
shells and the fight ended in 
stalemate. 


single, familiar type, built in large numbers 
from the same pattern, was seen no longer 
as the formula for naval security, but as a 
formula for potential disaster. 

The next innovation came swiftly, and 
from a totally unexpected direction: the 
warring states of the American Republic, 
splitin 1861 by the secession of the Southern 
slave-owning states to form a new nation, 
the Confederate States of America. Deter- 
mined to preserve its precarious identity by 
military and naval force, undaunted by the 
fact that all the industrial muscle for the 
waging of modern warfare was concen- 
trated in the Northern states, the Con- 
federates set to work to build a navy. Like 
the Elizabethan navy confronted by the 
massed resources of the Spanish Empire, 
the fledgling Confederate Navy was forced 
to improvise from what it had. And under 
this spur it was the Confederacy, not France 
or Britain, which produced the first iron- 
clad warship to go into action. 

When the State of Virginia joined the 
Confederacy in April 1861 the wooden 
steam frigate Merrimack was lying in the 
Navy Yard at Norfolk, undergoing engine 
repairs. To stop her falling into Con- 
federate hands, Merrimack was not only 
burned but scuttled - a stupid combination 
which presented the Confederates with an 
intact if temporarily sunken hull and en- 


gines. Having recovered what was left of 
Merrimack the Confederates set to work to 
make an ironclad of her: armoured protec- 
tion being called in to challenge overwhelm- 
ing enemy numbers and combined fire 
power. Sheer poverty of resources made the 
rebuilt Merrimack (proudly re-christened 
CSS Virginia) the first warship designed to 
rely solely upon steam. She was stripped to 
her lowest deck, over which was built a 
massive wooden penthouse with sloping 
sides and an outer shell of plates hammered 
from railway iron (greased with fat to help 
enemy shell ricochet and make boarding 
harder). Armoured shutters protected Vir- 
gimia’s guns, a necessarily scratch lot: six 
g-inch, two 7-inch and two 64-inch. And 
on her bow was mounted a heavy iron beak 
with which to ram the wooden-hulled 
Union warships blockading the James River. 

All this made Virginia look like nothing 
on earth, but there was no concealing the 
menace she radiated as she took shape in her 
dry dock during the winter of 1861-62. As 
reports of her progress reached Washington, 
the uneasy realisation that the Union Navy 
possessed no armoured ships gave place to 
panic as Virginia slowly but steadily ap- 
proached apparent completion. The first 
Union ironclad of European type, USS 
Galena, was hastily ordered in August 1861. 
Desperate, however, for an “instant” iron- 
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clad to set against Merrimack) Virginia, the 
US Navy Department ordered the Swedish- 
born engineer John Ericsson to build the 
extraordinary little vessel which he swore 
could be completed in Ioo days: USS 
Monitor. 

John Ericsson ranks with Isambard King- 
dom Brunel as one of the most exciting 
innovators of the Industrial Revolution, and 
his Monitor remains unique in warship 
history. Unlike Britain’s Warrior, Monitor 
was not an improved version of an existing 
type of warship; Ericsson had conceived the 
idea before Merrimack’s salvage and recon- 
struction, and the new ship owed nothing 
to any existing type. Monitor was the test- 
bed for an entirely novel naval weapon 
system: the replacement of the traditional 
broadside by a rotating turret. The great 
virtue of the turret was that it enabled the 
guns to be brought to bear without altering 
the heading of the ship, permitung much 
greater freedom of manocuvre. Monitor was 
a purely functional prototype: a small hull 
supporting an armoured raft, with two II- 
inch guns mounted in an armoured, drum- 
shaped turret amidships. Observers noted 
that while Merrimack, Virginia looked like 
the roof of a flooded barn drifting down- 
stream, Monitor resembled nothing so 
much as a tin can on a plank. 

The completion of both Virginia and 
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Monitor was beset with design and supply 
problems, and the drama of their eventual 
confrontation on 9 March 1862 was height- 
ened by Virginia being first into action by a 
mere 24 hours. She came out into Hampton 
Roads on the morning of 8 March and made 
ponderously for the nearest Union warship 
in the blockade line, the wooden sloop 
Cumberland. Virginia approached Cumber- 
land from the starboard bow, engaging with 
her 7-inch bow gun while remaining safe 
from Cumberland’s full broadside; during 
her approach the ironclad took a broadside 
from the Union steam frigate Congress, 
every shell of which bounced harmlessly off 
the armour. Finally, having destroyed 
Cumberland’s bow guns as they vainly tried 
to stop the oncoming menace, Virginia 
rammed Cumberland fair and square below 
the starboard bow. The iron beak broke off 
with the impact, but Cumberland was 
doomed. As the stricken ship listed and 
began to sink, her extremely gallant crew 
blasted Virginia with three broadsides at 
point-blank range — all to no effect. Virginia 
then took station astern of Congress and set 
her ablaze with shellfire, unharmed by the 
bombardment of Union field guns from the 
shore. 

As the fires in Congress went out of con- 
trol it seemed that nothing could stop 
Virginia going on to destroy the other 
Union warships, Minnesota, Roanoke and 
St Lawrence; but evening was approaching, 
the ude was falling and Virginia, with her 
ponderous turning circle and deep draught 
of 22 feet, withdrew to attack again at high 
water the next day. As night fell on the 8th, 
however, Monitor came steaming into 
Hampton Roads, taking station to protect 
Minnesota. Hardly more seaworthy than 
Virginia, Monitor had been towed down 
from New York, nearly foundering in a 
gale while on passage. 

Nobody who had seen Virginia in action 
on the Sth really believed that the diminu- 
uve Monitor, outgunned as she was by ten 
guns to two, could stop her. But that was 
precisely what happened in the incon- 
clusive “Battle of Hampton Roads’ on the 
following morning, when Virginia came out 
to finish off Minnesota. For nearly three 
hours the two ironclads hammered un- 
availingly at cach other before disengaging 
as if by mutual consent, neither having 
inflicted significant damage on the other. 
But it might well have been otherwise; 
there had not been time to prove Monitors 
guns at their full powder charge of 30 
pounds, and on the 9th her gunners were 
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Civil War river ironclad with 
sloping armoured castemate. 
This war was the first example 
of acompletely outclassed 
maritime power (the 
Confederacy) gaining parity 
by building the newest types 
of warship. Here we have the 
Confederate Atlanta on the 
James River, after her capture 
in 1863. 


ordered to load with no more than half- 
charges. This spared Virginia’s makeshift 
armour from having to take the full shatter- 
ing impact of 11-inch shells at point-blank 
range. In the short term it was stalemate: as 
long as Monitor stayed with the Union 
flotilla off the James River Virginia had no 
hope of breaking the Northern blockade, 
and as long as Virginia remained operational 
there could be no question of full-scale 
Union amphibious operations in the James. 
After an uneasy month throughout which 
the two ironclads kept each other in check, 
it became apparent that the Hampton Roads 
encounter of 9 March had been a long-term 
strategic defeat for the Confederates. Monit- 
tor’s presence enabled General McClellan's 
Union army to land on the Yorktown 
peninsula, cross the James and oblige the 
Confederates to evacuate Norfolk. Unable 
to withdraw up the James because of her 
deep draught, Virginia was blown up by her 
crew on II May 1862 - just over two months 
after her resounding debut. Monitor did not 
survive her for more than seven months; in 
December 1862 she foundered off Cape 
Hatteras in a storm while being towed south 
to reinforce the blockade of Wilmington, 
North Carolina. (Her wreck was located, 
bottom-up on the sea bed, in 1973.) 

Though other ‘monitors’ and ironclad 
gunboats played a leading role in the river 
campaigns throughout the rest of the Ameri- 
can Civil War, that conflict produced only 
one fleet action between ironclads. This took 
place during the forcing of Mobile Bay, 


Alabama, by Admiral Farragut’s Northern 
fleet (5 August 1864). The Battle of Mobile 
Bay opened dramatically when the monitor 
USS Tecumseh, leading the Union line, was 
sunk by an explosive mine (or ‘torpedo’, as 
this novel weapon was then called) - the first 
armoured warship to fall victim to mine 
warfare. In the ensuing action ramming and 
close-range gunnery were again the pre- 
dominating tactics, but this time Northern 
fire-power proved decisive. Hammered by 
the twin turrets of the Northern monitor 
Chickasaw, the Confederate ironclad Ten- 
nessee was obliged to strike her colours after 
her rudder chains were severed and her 
armoured shell was cracked and blown open 
by the torrent of shells. The surrender of 
Tennessee, backbone of the Confederate 
defence, clinched Farragut’s victory. 

By the end of the American Civil War in 
April 1865 the leading European navies 
were already reacting to the latest lessons 
from across the Atlantic. The case for steam 
power, shell-firing main armament of the 
heaviest calibres, and armoured protection 
was proven beyond doubt. So, it seemed, 
was the tactic of ramming, so prevalent in 
the American conflict — the ultimate method, 
when all was said and done, of pressing 
home attacks on the enemy. By 1865 pro- 
jecting rams, or at least bows reinforced for 
ramming, were becoming the order of the 
day in the European navies. The moral 
advantage enjoyed by a fleet determined to 
press ramming attacks, even against a 
superior enemy force, was impressively 


demonstrated by the Battle of Lissa in the 
Adriatic Sea (20 July 1866). 

Preparing for action with the Italian 
Adriatic Fleet in the Austro-Italian war of 
1866, the aggressive Admiral Tegetthof 
chose ramming as his main tactic. The 
feebly commanded Italian line of armoured 
and wooden steam frigates at Lissa was 
repeatedly penetrated by Austrian attempts 
at ramming, with the Austrian ships pour- 
ing in broadsides as they passed through the 
line. Finally Tegetthof's Erzherzog Ferdi- 
nand Maximilian rammed the Italian Re 
d’Italia fair and square, sending her to the 
bottom in under three minutes. The Kaiser 
came off considerably worse than her victim 
when she rammed the Re di Portigallo but 
was the only Austrian ship to suffer exten- 
sive battle damage, the Italians retiring in 
disorder after the Palestro blew up and 
sank -two ironclads lost for nil return. 

By the late 18605, therefore, the new 
ironclad ram seemed a well-established 
type, though any significant improvement 
in long-range gunnery would clearly make 
ramming an increasingly hazardous occupa- 
tion. Far more urgent was the biggest 
problem obscuring the future of the ocean- 
going heavy warship. This was the need to 
retain a full rig of masts and sails for pro- 
longed high seas cruising and the con- 
sequent need (due to the obstructions of the 
upper decks by masts and rigging) to retain 
the obsolescent broadside armament. The 
20 years after Lissa were destined to see 
that problem solved. 
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Below : Italy’s Re d'Italia, 
rammed and sunk at Lissa by 
the Austrian flagship Ferdinand 
Maximilian. 

Bottom : Austrian wooden 
ironclad Kaiser, showing the 
extensive damage suffered in 
her ramming attack at Lissa. 
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Previous pages : HMS Colling- 
wood (1886), with main 
armament mounted fore and 
aft in open barbettes and 
secondary broadside armament 
amidships. The British 
‘Admirals’ of the 1880s were 
hardly a coherent battleship 
class, as their armaments 
differed widely. 

Below : The British-built 
Dutch ironclad ram Buffel 
(1868). The first American 
ironclads had never dared put 
out to sea apart from the 
shortest of inshore voyages; but 
here, only six years later, was a 
fully sea-going ironclad with 
turret-mounted main 
armament, able to dispense 
with the full ship-rig. 


36 


ONE OF THE BEST WAYS to understand the 
dilemma facing warship designers in the 
late 1860s and 1870s is to go to Rotterdam 
and walk round the superbly restored turret 
ram Buffel. Her name, which means buffalo, 
immediately suggests the ramming heyday 
of the 1860s, but despite this clue it is still 
hard to accept that this trim, modern- 
looking little warship was built as far back 
as 1867-68. It is even harder to understand 
why the British designers of Buffel (built 
for the Dutch Navy by Napier’s on the 
Clyde) were at the same time still turning 
out successors to Warrior with full ship-rig 
and serried broadside armament. For the 
silhouette of Buffel, designed as she was only 
eight years after Warrior, is dominated by a 
single squat turret, its twin 9-inch guns 
now removed to create a circular gallery of 
displays for the visitor. 


What the latter does not at first realise 1 
that this armament was confidently ordere« 
by the Dutch at a time when the Roya 
Navy was still completing the transitioı 
from smooth-bore 100-pounders to rifled 
6) ton 7-inch guns. Even more embarras- 
sing, only the experimental Bellerophon 
(1864) had been built as a test-bed for the 
12) ton 9-inch gun. As for sail versus steam, 
the full ship-rig remained an essential 
feature ofevery British capital ship through- 
out the 1860s. Achilles, the biggest steam 
warship in the world when launched only 
five years before Buffel, was also the biggest 
ship in Royal Naval history to carry the full 
ship-rig — 291 miles of cordage and 50,000 
square feet of canvas when under full sail, 
compared with only 32,000 square feet in the 
clipper Curty Sark. Buffel had originally 
been intended to carry sail on two masts. 
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but this never got past the planning stage; HMS Captain, the ill-fated 
she was a sea-going steamship first and fore-  Britishattempttomount 
: : : turrets in a fully rigged warship. 
most and if she ever hoisted a sail, evenasan  Shecapsized and sank with 
emergency drill, her log-books and journals jmmense loss of life on 
failed to record the fact. The little Dutch 7 September 1870. 
ironclad may therefore be seen as the 
turning-point in warship history when sail 
became auxiliary to steam instead of the 
other way round. 
For the next 40 years, the British re- 
peatedly experienced the embarrassment of 
being commissioned to build better war- 
ships for foreign navies than were built for 
the Royal Navy. After the preceding cen- 
turies which had founded and embellished 
the Royal Navy’s tradition, this was a novel 
and salutary experience. It was, of course, 
obvious that small warships like Buffel 
could afford to rely wholly upon steam. 
They were cast in the coastal defence role 
and would never voyage beyond range of 
easy replenishment with coal. But the 
Royal Navy’s world-imperial role was far 
more demanding. To take the case of 
Achilles again, the 750 tons of coal she 
carried would, in theory, enable her to 
steam 2,500 miles in ideal conditions — but 
ideal conditions are rarely found in a voyage 
round the British Isles, let alone in an 
Atlantic crossing. For the British there 
could be no long-term reliance on warships 
which might some day have to make an 
ocean crossing and, with coal bunkers 
exhausted, fight under sail against a modern 
coastal steam warship with more powerful, 
turret-mounted guns — a warship which, to 
add insult to injury, would probably have 
been designed and built in Britain. 
The urgency of the problem by the end 
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of the 1860s was revealed by the disastrous 
British attempt to add turret armament to an 
ironclad steam warship carrying the full 
ship-rig. This produced the experimental 
Captain, with a turret fore and aft of the 
mainmast and tripod lower masts in an 
attempt to give the guns a wider field of fire. 
Armoured protection 8 inches thick was 
given to the sides — but the resultant con- 
traption sat ominously low in the water, 
with barely 9 feet between waterline and 
upper deck. The inevitable happened on 
7 September 1870, while Captain was on 
manoeuyres with the Channel Fleet off 
Finisterre in a gale. A massive sea heeled 
her past the ‘point of no return’ and she 
capsized, sinking with horrific loss of life — 


there were only 18 survivors out of a com- 
plement of some 500 officers, men and boys. 
Diehard champions of sail angrily blamed 
the disaster on plain bad seamanship, the 
inevitable result of excessive reliance on 
steam power. As Admiral the Hon. H. J. 
Rous put it: 


It would be more consonant with common 
sense to find that [Captain] was lost by the 
officer of the watch not knowing how to shorten 
sail or to Keep his men on deck... The fact is, 
the boiler has emasculated seamanship. No 
man can serve two masters; he will hold to the 
tea kettle and despise the canvas. You can no 
more rear a seaman in a steamer than on the 
Bridgewater Canal. In ten years’ time the 
British seaman will be a rare bird among the 
sailors in the Royal Navy. 


That, of course, was overstating the case; 
it was quite true that a sailing ship would 
have survived the storm in which Captain 
was lost, but so would a properly designed 
steamer without so much top-hamper. And 
it was the latter, no less valid deduction 
that hastened the completion of anew steam 
warship which, ten years on, fulfilled the 
promise of Ericsson’s Monitor. 

With HMS Devastation (1871) the 
modern battleship began to struggle out of 
the chrysalis and emerge in recognisable 
form. Devastation was the first heavy sea- 
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Below : An eloquent study in 
contrasts. HMS Devastation, 
the first battleship to dispense 
with the full ship-rig, passing 
the old ‘wooden wall’ St 
Vincent — then still in service as 
a training ship for boy seamen — 
at Portsmouth in 1890. 

Above :HMS Inflexible, built 
for the Royal Navy in imitation 
of Italy’s ‘Duilios’, with back- 
to-back midships turrets. 
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The old guns and the new. Top: 


Muzzle-loaders in HMS 
Temeraire, 1870 (note massive 
thickness at breech). 

Above : Breech-loading 12- 
inchers in HMS Rodney's 
torward barbette only ten years 
later, showing the limited 
elevation permitted by this 
type of mounting. 
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going warship to dispense entirely with the 
traditional ship-rig of heavily-shrouded 
masts and crossed yards. Her derivation 
from Buffel’s design of four years earlier 
was very noticeable. Devastatıon was really 
an enlarged version of Buffel, 89 feet longer 
and 22 feet wider in the beam; and she had 
two turrets to Buffe?s one, positioned fore 
and aft of a central superstructure housing 
two funnels. Also like Buffel, Devastation 
was driven by twin screws and was fitted 
with a ram bow, though Devastation’s was 
sharply pointed instead of being the elegant 
rounded ‘cleaver’ pattern of Buffel’s design. 
But as her name implied, Devastation’s 
most dramatic features were her guns: two 
12-inch muzzle-loaders in each turret. Less 
noticeable to the eye but no less important 
was an armoured protection of unprece- 
dented strength: 8}-12 inches on the hull 
sides and 10-14 inches on the turrets. She 
was the hardest-hitting, best-protected war- 
ship vet built — but her supremacy, in a 


decade of ever quickening experimentation, 
lasted less than five years. 

By the time Devastation entered service, 
warship development had become a race 
between the gunnery experts pushing the 
weight and calibre of the muzzle-loading 
gun to greater and greater limits, and the 
ship designers required to produce hulls, 
engines and armoured protection of pro- 
portionally increased strength. The British 
were given little time to assess Devastation’s 
strengths and weaknesses before they were 
again required to equip a more powerful 
warship for a foreign navy, this time that of 
Italy. Designed by Benedetto Brin, the 
Duilio and Dandolo were built to carry the 
monstrous new 15-inch muzzle-loaders 
(each weighing 50 tons) which the British 
Admiralty had rejected as impracticable. 
Brin’s design was notable on two counts. 
The first was the long, fore-and-aft ‘flying 
bridge’ connecting the superstructure aft 
with the two funnels and central mast with 
its observation top. The second was the 
attempt to give the turrets wider arcs of fire 
by moving them outboard from the ship’s 
centreline, the forward turret to starboard 
and the after turret to port. Battleship 
design over the next 35 years featured many 
variations on the latter theme before it was 
realised that the centreline arrangement 
pioneered by Devastation, back in 1871, 
was in fact the most efficient one. 

The appearance of Durlio and Dandolo 
(1876) diverted British designers from the 
promising beginnings made with Devasta- 
tion. The immediate British reaction to 
these 15-inch gunned ships with their 
maximum armoured protection of 22 inches 
was to raise the ante (as had been done 20 
years before on the debut of Gloire) and 
build a more powerful version in reply. The 
result was /nflexible, in which the turret 
guns were 8o-ton 16-1nchers and the heaviest 
armoured protection was 24 inches thick. 
In virtually every respect other than the long 
flying bridge connecting the funnels, which 
was left out of the British design, Inflexible 
was a faithful enlargement of Duilio; her 
two turrets were mounted in the same 
“back to back’ arrangement amidships. The 
most powerful British battleship of her 
brief day, /nflexible was soon in action dur- 
ing the British bombardment of Alexandria 
in July 1882. Though the bombardment 
was the successful prelude to the British 
military occupation of Egypt, the colossal 
amount of black powder smoke belched by 
Inflexible’s guns at each shot required long 
delavs until firing could be resumed. This 


timely demonstration of the nightmarish 
conditions which would prevail in a fleet 
action prompted a reassessment of the out- 
size black-powder muzzle-loaders, hasten- 
ing the quest for a smokeless propellant 
explosive. 

The most extraordinary experimental 
battleships produced in the 1870s have 
often been objects of derisive mirth: Rus- 
sia’s circular-hulled battleships, the pop- 
offkas as they were nicknamed after their 
begetter, Vice-Admiral Popov. The pop- 
offkas (the first of which, Admiral Popov, 
appeared in 1875) looked like floating man- 
hole covers, each with twin 12-inch guns 
nestling between two side-by-side funnels. 
Though the circular hull soon proved to be 
the reddest of red herrings, it nevertheless 
showed the total freedom from traditional 
design limitations which warship design 
had reached by the 1870s. The popoffkas 
were also examples of the remarkable 
breadth of imagination and inventiveness of 
which Tsarist Russia, despite its lack of 
industrial development, repeatedly showed 
itself capable. Popov hit on the idea of the 
circular hull in his search for the ideal gun 
platform — the battleship’s essential role — 
which would remain steady regardless of 
wind and weather. But the popoffkas, 
powered by eight engines driving s1x screws, 
were only able to steer a straight course 
when heading upstream against a strong 
current. They spun like tops when coming 
downstream and their decks were flooded 
by the slightest seaway. 

Though ludicrous failures as sea-going 
warships, the popoffkas nevertheless pion- 
eered the new gun mounting, rendered 
essential by fundamental improvements to 
the heavy naval gun, which was adopted by 
all battleship navies over the next 20 years 
(1875-95). This was the ‘barbette’, a rotat- 
ing platform inside an open-topped, arm- 
oured cylindrical shield over which the guns 
projected. The barbette was one answer to 
the problem imposed by turreted muzzle- 
loaders, which had to recoil inside the 
turret to be reloaded. As guns grew bigger 
and longer, reloading inside the turret be- 
came more and more difficult, and keeping 
the barrels short could only be achieved at 
the expense of accuracy and range. (One of 
the many lessons of the American Civil 
War was the decisive superiority of rifled 
artillery over smooth-bore, due to the 
steadying spin given to the departing shell 
by the gun barrel’s spiral rifling; this effect 
could not be completely achieved in a short- 
barrelled gun.) As naval guns grew longer, 
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therefore, turret dimensions increased until 
turrets were bidding fair to take up the 
entire beam and make the ship dangerously 
top-heavy. 

Reloading, however, was only one of the 
problems involved with giant muzzle- 
loaders. Even with the nineteenth century’s 
transformation of steel making, founding 
and casting, building a gun strong enough 
at the breech to take the shattering force of 
the exploding powder charge required an 
ungainly weapon twice as thick in the breech 
as in the barrel — and weighing up to IIO 
tons in the case of the heaviest muzzle- 
the 18-inchers. By the 1870s, 
therefore, the search was on for a propellant 
explosive which would, as it were, explode 
slower, giving the shell an accelerating push 
rather than an instantaneous punch; and for 
a method of closing the breech of a gun 
which would be strong enough to take the 
stress of firing. The latter need was em- 
phasised in 1879 when one of the turreted 


loaders, 


Top : Another of the British 
‘Admirals’, HMS Benbow was 
a test-bed for the 110-ton, 
16:25-inch gun (firing an 
1,800-1b shell) mounted singly 
in fore and aft barbettes. 
Developed some 30 years ahead 
of its time, this huge calibre 
was nota success and by the 
middle 1890s the twin 12-inch 
mounting had become accepted 
as the norm for battleship 

main armament. 

Above : The after turret of 
HMS Conqueror. 
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muzzle-loaders in the British Thunderer 
(sister-ship to Devastation) burst on firing. 
It was the easier of the two to meet, profiting 
from the advent of breech-loading in land- 
based artillery: the system of the interrupted 
screw in which the breech-block was first 
closed on a door-like hinge, then locked into 
place with a twist which meshed the seg- 
mented screw thread of the block with that 
of the interior of the breech. 

By the 1880s, therefore, the turreted 
muzzle-loader was fast giving place to the 
lighter, longer breech-loader mounted in 
barbettes. The propellant was still gun- 
powder, but the slower-burning ‘prism 
brown’ instead of the instantaneous ‘black 
pebble’. By the end of the decade a long- 
term solution had been found with the 
patenting of cordite in 1889. 


Though the turret and barbette had banish- 
ed the old fixed broadside for good as far as 
battleship main armament was concerned, 
none of the latest gunnery developments 
could change the fact that the most effective 
way for a battle fleet to unleash its massed 
fire-power was, as in the sail era, in line- 
ahead. Evolving new fleet tactics for steam 
warships was a painful process, for keeping 
tight formation in speeds over Io knots 
allowed little margin for error. This was 
demonstrated in June 1875 when the battle- 
ship Vanguard, making an untimely course 
change while steaming in fog, was rammed 
and sunk by her next in line (the latter built, 
as was still the custom, with a ram bow). 
Apart from human error such as this, the 
new battleships were facing a totally dif- 
ferent menace by the middle 1880s. This was 
the self-propelled torpedo, steadily per- 
fected through the late 1860s and 1870s and 
first used in action (against the rebel 
Peruvian monitor Huascar) in 1877. The 
torpedo could be launched from small 
craft, as was demonstrated in the Russo- 
Turkish War of 1878 when Russian torpedo- 
boats sank a Turkish revenue cutter with 
the new weapon. A British battle fleet 
(Alexandra, Agincourt, Swiftsure, Sultan, 
Temeraire, and Achilles) steamed through 
the Dardanelles to give the ‘Turks moral 
support by lying off Constantinople; but 
the fear of attacks by Russian torpedo-boats 
caused the fleet’s prudent withdrawal to the 
south side of the Sea of Marmara. This was 
the first time that a battle fleet shied away 
from the torpedo menace but, as both 
World Wars were to prove, not the last. 
Together with the increased range of 
heavy guns, the torpedo effectively ended 
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the steam battleship’s brief flirtation with 
close-range actions and ramming tactics. 
From the moment that the torpedo menace 
made itself felt, a new element began to be 
added to the weaponry of battleships: 
‘secondary’ and even ‘tertiary’ armament, 
intended to help beat off torpedo attacks 
while the heavy-calibre main armament 
dealt with the enemy’s battleships. Other 
anti-torpedo precautions included water- 
tight compartments and false bottoms, and 
a skirt of anti-torpedo nets which could be 
swung out on booms to protect the ship at 
anchor. When under way these booms were 
secured slantwise on the ship’s side, and 
their distinctive barred pattern remained an 
unvarying feature of battleships from the 
1880s to the First World War. 

The appearance of the British Colling- 
wood in 1886 summed up all the revolution- 
ary changes of the past 20 years. Colling- 
wood was the first battleship to be built of 
steel throughout instead of iron, or iron-on- 
wood. In appearance she was as totally 
unlike the Inflexible of only five years earlier 
as Inflexible had been unlike the Devastation 
of 1871, and as Devastation had been unlike 
the Warrior of ten years before that. After 
Collingwood and her sister ‘Admirals’ of the 
1880s, it would be seen that the transitional 
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years of ‘one-off, experimental types were 
over. Sail-carrying masts and fixed broad- 
sides had gone for good. Collingwood’s main 
armament consisted of four 12-inch breech- 
loaders, twin-mounted in centreline bar- 
bettes, and the secondary armament of 
6-inch guns; she also carried torpedo-nets. 


Over the next 25 years the guns would in- 
crease in number and in calibre; their 
arrangement would vary; the hulls which 
carried the guns would continue to grow, 
and their armoured protection to increase. 
For all that, the basic pattern of the modern 
battleship had been set. 


By the end of the 1880s the 
traditional masts and yards 
were vanishing, like the 
shrinking tail of a maturing 
frog. This is HMS Inflexible 
as completed, with a full ship- 
rigin 1881... 


...and completely re-rigged 
in 1890. 
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4. THE PRE- 


DREADNOUGHTS 
1886-1905 


Battleships and Battlecruisers 


Previous pages : HMS Revenge, 
the only ‘Royal Sovereign’ to 
serve in the First World War 
(completed March 1894). 
Canvas screens over her open 
barbettes serve as weather 
protection for the crews of 

her 13:5-inch guns. 
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FOR 30-ODD YEARS in which it became little 
more than a series of experimental proto- 
types, from the 1850s to the 1880s, the 
battleship lost what had always been one 
of its most valuable attributes: longevity 
in service. From the moment that Dupuy 
de Lóme's Gloire appeared on the scene, it 
seemed that every new type of battleship 
was doomed to be rendered obsolete vir- 
tually overnight by the next floating prodigy. 
Whereas an old-style ‘wooden wall’ would 
have been good for at least 50 years’ service, 
very few of the experimental battleships 
introduced after Warrior and her immediate 
successors retained superior combat value 
for more than ten years; and from the 1870s 
onward this fell off to five years or less. 

It was from the 1880s that a welcome 
measure of stability was restored to battle- 
ship design, and battleships were built some 
of which were still to be found in service 
over 25 years later, at the end of the First 
World War. With all the fundamental 
debates over steam power, armoured protec- 
tion and gun armament resolved by the 
preceding three decades of experimentation, 
it became possible to order whole classes of 
new battleships instead of individual units. 
Though new developments in weaponry 
and technology kept coming, this new 
stability permitted at least a measure of 
deliberate planning instead of the former 
haphazard additions to the battle fleets. 

Before the next big jump forward in 
battleship design took place with the launch 
of Britain’s famous Dreadnought in February 
1906, there was an interlude of nearly 20 
years. Over this period ‘pre-Dreadnought’ 
battleships, as they are commonly known, 
regardless of the country for which they 
were built, retained three distinct features 
in common: 


Main armament: of two barbettes or turrets, 
forward and aft, normally of two guns per 
turret — calibres 8-/12-inch. 


Secondary armament : invariably of more guns 
than main armament, mounted in small turrets 
or casemates in hull sides — calibres 3-/9-inch. 
Tertiary armament: again of more guns than 
secondary armament, with light or no protec- 
tion — calibres up to 3-inch. 


‘Thus the invariable distinguishing features 
of the pre-Dreadnought battleship were the 
proportionally modest, two-turret main 
armament pioneered by Britain’s Devasta- 
tion back in 1871, and a bristling array of 
secondary and tertiary armament. And the 
so-called ‘Dreadnought revolution’ after 


1905 stemmed from the growing realisation 
that secondary and tertiary armaments had 
become more of a hindrance than a help. 
Though certainly adding to the battleship’s 
overall repertoire of fire-power, they were a 
distraction from the battleship’s traditional 
role: a platform for the greatest possible 
number of heavy guns. 

As explained in the previous chapter, 
secondary and tertiary armaments had been 
adopted in the 1880s to help counter the 
torpedo-boat menace. In the 1890s a new 
type of anti-torpedo-boat light warship 
entered service, the ‘torpedo-boat de- 
stroyer’, soon referred to by the last word 
alone for the sake of convenience. It was 
obvious from the start that destroyers, in 
beating off enemy torpedo-boat attacks, 
would be ideally placed to carry out torpedo 
attacks of their own on the enemy battle 
line. They were therefore armed with 
torpedo tubes as well as light guns in the 
3-4-inch bracket, and became torpedo- 
boats themselves. But there could be no 
absolute guarantee that enemy torpedo- 
boats or destroyers would be unable to 
penetrate the defensive destroyer screen. It 
was therefore considered perfectly reason- 
able for battleships to retain powerful sub- 
sidiary armaments capable of taking out 
enemy destroyers, even as close as the 
optimum torpedo-dropping range of a mile 
or less, while the main armament concen- 
trated on bombarding the enemy battle line. 

Though it has always been axiomatic that 
trying to provide for every situation rarely 
produces satisfactory results, the pre- 
Dreadnought’s typical multiplicity of arma- 
ment therefore made sense, at least in theory. 
It must always be remembered that the pre- 
Dreadnought’s heyday was long before the 
introduction of the fire control of all guns 
from a central director — the first step in 
converting the battleship into a truly inte- 
grated weapons system. Whether every gun 
in the ship hit the target or missed depended 
on the prowess of the individual gunlayers, 
and the gunlayers’ test was one of the most 
crucial events in fleet gunnery shoots. As 
long as gunlayers’ firing prevailed — as it did 
until the eve of the First World War — the 
separation of battleship fire-power into long, 
medium, and short-range capacities re- 
mained the order of the day. 

Providing fire-power of varying ranges 
for a fleet action in the new torpedo era was 
only one justification for the pre-Dread- 
nought’s ‘multi-layer’ armament. It will 
also be recalled that the battleship’s use in 
bombarding fleets caught at anchor and 


shore strongpoints had always rivalled its 
use in fleet actions against enemy battle 
lines at sea. Certainly the destruction of the 
Spanish fleet in Manila Bay by Commodore 
George Dewey’s American Pacific Squad- 
ron, in the Spanish-American War (1 May 
1898) indicated that subsidiary armament 
was of the highest value in the bombard- 
ment role. 

In the age of sail one of the perennial 
debates had been whether or not a well- 
handled heavy frigate could take on a 
poorly-handled fourth-rate ship of the line; 
and by the time of the pre-Dreadnoughts, at 
the end of the nineteenth century, the 
question had evolved with the ships and was 
stillrelevant. Undergoing a similar metamor- 
phosis to the sailing ship of the line, the sail- 
ing frigate had grown into the steam cruiser, 
the heaviest classes of which were armoured. 
Though the cruiser’s primary roles remained 
those of the sailing frigate, to patrol the sea- 
lanes in strength and scout for the battle 
fleet, a rising question was whether or not 
armoured cruisers were fit to take their 
place in the line of battle. Despite its antique 
origins the question really referred to the 
armoured cruiser’s design as a battleship-in- 
miniature, complete with secondary and 
tertiary armaments; and these were used to 
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excellent effect at Manila Bay. 
Though undeniably helped by wretched 


Spanish gunnery throughout, Dewey’s 
squadron still had to penetrate Manila Bay 
under battery fire from Corregidor and El 
Fraile istands, and attack the Spanish ships 
(eight in all) as they lay protected by shore 
batteries at Cavite. The four American 
cruisers had ample fire-power for the job. 
Dewey’s flagship, the armoured cruiser USS 
Olympia (launched 1892) had a main arma- 
ment of four 8-inch guns in two twin 
turrets, a secondary armament of ten 5-inch 
guns and a tertiary armament of 14 6- 
pounders — a perfect miniature pre-Dread- 
nought. Having silenced the island batteries 
on his entrance into Manila Bay, Dewey 
approached the Spanish ships where they 
lay at anchor and destroyed them in four 
east-to-west passes, using his ships’ port and 
starboard batteries in succession. Without 
secondary batteries, Dewey’s ships would 
have been deprived of nearly 70 per cent of 
their fire-power. As it was they suffered only 
seven men wounded (Spanish guns only 
scoring five hits) while landing no less than 
171 hits on the Spanish ships, not one of 
which survived. 

In passing it may be added that as well as 
justifying pre-Dreadnought fire-power at 


Launch of Germany’s Fürst 
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Bismarck in September 1897. 


Behind the pageantry lay the 


phenomenon of Germany’s bid 
for modern sea power — and the 
mounting tension of the Anglo- 


German naval building race. 
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Britain’s ‘Majestics’ were easily 
distinguishable by their side- 
by-side funnels. This is HMS 
Caesar, seventh of the class to 
be completed (January 1898). 


Manila Bay, Olympia went on to demon- 
strate the useful longevity recovered by 
capital ships of her era. She served through- 
out the First World War (if only on convoy 
escort duty) and was not finally taken out of 
commission until 1922 — 30 years after her 
launch. Her last mission was to bring home 
the body of the American Unknown Soldier 
for burial in Washington’s Arlington 
National Cemetery. Apart from Japan’s 
Mikasa, Olympia is the only surviving 
heavy warship of the pre-Dreadnought era, 
lying on public view at Penn’s landing, 
Philadelphia. 

Because of her ocean-connected world 
empire and its unique naval requirements, 
Britain inevitably fought to keep the lead in 
pre-Dreadnought battleship construction. 
Since the days of sail, when the British fleet 
had frequently to contend with combina- 
tions of two or more enemy fleets (Trafalgar 
being the classic example) the strength of 
the battle fleet had been maintained to a 
theoretical “Two-Power Standard’ — the 
ability to fight and beat the fleets of two 
hostile powers combined. ‘This ability had 
of course been largely destroyed by the 
melting-pot years of 1860-90, in which 
every new battleship would have been able 
to beat its latest predecessor with ease. But 
after the ‘Admiral’ class battleships of the 


1880s of which Collingwood was the fore- 
runner, Britain’s Naval Defence Act of 1889 
sought to recover the Two-Power Standard 
by ordering a whole squadron of the most 
powerful new battleships which could be 
contrived. 

The first-fruits of the Naval Defence Act 
were the seven ships of the ‘Royal Sovereign’ 
class (1892-94) — Royal Sovereign, Royal 
Oak, Revenge, Ramillies, Resolution, Repulse 
and Empress of India. Of these all but Revenge 
had been struck off the effective list and 
disposed of by 1914, only Revenge being 
retained in service as the oldest British 
battleship to serve in the First World War. 
The ‘Royal Sovereigns’ retained the main 
armament arrangement of the ‘Admirals’: 
four guns in open barbettes, but 13°5-inch 
guns instead of 12-inch. (As soon as the 
stocks of 13:5-inch shell had been used up, 
the guns were relined to take the 12-inch 
calibre favoured as standard British battle- 
ship main armament down to 1910.) The 
secondary armament consisted of ten single 
6-inch guns in casemates, and the tertiary 
armament of up to 12 3-pounders; there 
were also two torpedo-tubes, mounted for- 
ward below the waterline. 

After the muzzle-loading gun, with its 
short range and flat trajectory, had given 
place to breech-loaders capable of achieving 
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greater range by firing at higher angles of 
elevation, it became necessary to armour 
horizontal surfaces against plunging fire as 
well as the ship’s sides and barbettes. In the 
‘Royal Sovereigns’ the main armour belt of 
14-16 inches was therefore supplemented 
by deck armour 25-3 inches thick. 

The last of the ‘Royal Sovereigns’ had 
still to be completed when, in February 
1894, the first of the next generation of pre- 
Dreadnoughts was laid down. This was the 
‘Majestic’ class, completed between De- 
cember 1895 and April 1898 — Majestic, 
Caesar, Hannibal, Illustrious, Jupiter, Mag- 
nificent, Mars, Prince George and Victorious. 
Apart from the archaic side-by-side arrange- 
ment of their funnels, the ‘Majestics’ set the 
pattern for all succeeding pre-Dreadnoughts 
and they were unique, the most numerous 
single class of battleship ever ordered by 
any navy. The reason for this was the mani- 
fest superiority of the ‘Majestics’ over the 
‘Royal Sovereigns’ which, if prematurely 
attained by any hostile navy, would clearly 
liquidate Britain’s naval supremacy at a 
stroke. In every sense the ‘Majestics’ 
represented the final end of the years of 
transition and the true beginning of the 
modern battleship era. They pioneered the 
new cordite-firing 12-inch gun and an 
entirely new look in armoured protection; 


otherwise, in dimensions and speed, the 
‘Majestics’ were roughly comparable to the 
‘Royal Sovereigns’. 

The new armour consisted of specially 
hardened (Harveyized) steel, saving the 
considerable deadweight created merely by 
adding further layers of conventional steel. 
The barbettes of the main armament were 
now topped by armoured turrets 10 inches 
thick, giving the gun crews an unprecedent- 
ed degree of protection. The ‘brain’ of the 
ship, the command centre, was also given 
more protection with a 14-inch armoured 
conning tower, and the deck armour was 
increased to 4 inches. The secondary arma- 
ment was increased to 12 6-inch guns and 
the tertiary armament to 16 12-pounders 
and 12 3-pounders. 

Completed as they were within a six-year 
period, the 16 ‘Royal Sovereigns’ and 
“Majestics” gave Britain an overwhelming 
lead in modern battleship strength. During 
the same six years it was obvious that no 
other naval power was anywhere near 
matching the British either in numbers or 
speed of battleship production. Britain’s 
old rival, France, was the most notable 
example: she was still in the process of add- 
ing individual units to her battle fleet, not 
whole classes, and taking twice as long about 
it at that. The Jaureguiberry, laid down in 


French Jaureguiberry (1897) 
with her single-mounted 12- 
inch main armament and 


massive 10:8-inch wing turrets. 


Typical French pre- 
Dreadnought features: heavy 
masts, high freeboard and 
exaggerated sloped sides or 


‘tumble-home’ — nearly all to be 


found in Russian battleships 
of the same period. 
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Above : Gun plan of the French 
St Louis, completed February 
1900: four 12-inch, ten 5-inch, 


eight 3:39-inch (below). 


Bottom : Tsesarevich (1903), 
showing the unmistakable 
stamp of French design and 


building. 


April 1891, was not completed until Febru- 
ary 1897, and carried only two 12-inch guns 
in single mountings; a particularly grave 
weakness was that her main armour belt 
did not extend to cover the magazines. 
Jaureguiberry, like her contemporary Bouvet 
(completed in 1898) also carried the pre- 
Dreadnought imbalance between main and 
subsidiary armaments to almost ludicrous 
extremes. The two single 12-inch guns of 
the main armament were supplemented by 
two Io-8-inch guns mounted on massive 
beam sponsons, plus eight 5:5-inch guns. 
Where Jaureguiberry had a tertiary arma- 
ment of 14 47-mm guns, Bouvet had eight 
3'9-inchers and ten 3-pounders. The French 
reply to Britain’s ‘Majestics’ was the three- 
unit ‘St Louis’ class: Charlemagne, Gaulots 
and St Louis (completed in 1898, 1899 and 


1900), which at least finally achieved a four- 
gun 12-inch main armament and dropped 
the sponson-mounted 10:8-inchers. Though 
decisively outnumbered and already obso- 
lescent when they finally entered service, 
these French pre-Dreadnoughts had one 
worrying advantage over the ‘Majestics’ — 
speed. At 17-18 knots they were nearly 2 
knots faster than the British ships. 

After the fright which Duilio and Dandolo 
had given the British Admiralty in the late 
1870s, Italian battleship design had lost 
direction and the only two Italian contem- 
poraries of the ‘Majestics’, Ammiraglio di St 
Bon and Emanuele Filiberto, were obvious 
imitations. They took even longer to com- 
plete than their French contemporaries, 
Ammiraglio di St Bon not being completed 
until September 1900 and Emanuele Fili- 
berto in April 1902; both had been laid down 
in 1893. They were distinguished by their 
low freeboard between waterline and deck, 
adequate only for Mediterranean sea con- 
ditions. The Italians, moreover, opted for 
the lighter Io-inch gun in order to achieve 
comparable armoured protection and a 
speed of 18 knots. 

Nor was any real challenge to the Briush 
battleship supremacy likely from Russia, 
whose ships retained the remarkable blend 
of modernity and inadequacy proclaimed 
with the experimental popoffkas in the 1870s. 
The Georgi Pobtedonosets (completed 1894) 
was the first warship fitted with electrically- 
powered turrets and ammunition hoists; her 
main armament consisted of three twin I2- 
inch turrets, two of them forward-firing, 
positioned side by side, and one aft. Her 
sister-ship Sinope (completed 1898) was the 
first warship with triple-expansion engines. 
But Sinope’s armament was an imbalanced 
mix of four 8-inch and 12 6-inch guns; and 
by the time of the Russo-Japanese War in 
1904 not even the most modern Russian 
battleships had been fitted with electric 
ignition gear to fire the guns, as adopted in 
all other leading navies. The same contra- 
dictions were to be found in Rostislav, laid 
down in 1894 and completed in 1899: the 
world’s first oil-fired battleship, with the 
eight 6-inch guns of her secondary arma- 
ment mounted in twin turrets — the last a 
feature some 30 years ahead of its general 
adoption by other navies. Yet Rostislav’s 
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main armament consisted only ot tour 
10-inch guns. 

As a direct result of the Franco-Russian 
entente the Russians looked to the French 
for the newest ideas in battleship design, 
not the British. Russian pre-Dreadnoughts 
aped the predominating French charac- 
teristics: high freeboard and massive masts 
and funnels which made for top-heaviness, 
and indifferently distributed armoured pro- 
tection. In May 1899 the French began work 
on the prototype of a new Russian pre- 
Dreadnought class, the other five being 
built in Russian yards. The prototype was 
Tsesarevich, completed in August 1903, and 
the Russian copies were Kniaz Suvorov, 
Imperator Aleksandr III, Borodino, Orel and 
Slava. Like their French-derived predeces- 
sors Petropavlovsk, Sevastopol and Poltava 
(1891-98) these newest Russian battleships 
included the top-heaviness and exaggerated 
‘tumble-home’, or inward sloping of the 
hull sides, so characteristic of French design. 

Given the rapidly approaching showdown 
between Russia and Japan, it was unfor- 
tunate for the Russians that the Japanese 
Navy looked to the British, not the French, 
for the most modern ideas in training and 
warship design. The Japanese Navy was a 
prodigy: the newest in the world, com- 
menced only after the ‘Meiji Restoration’ 
of 1867-68 had begun Japan’s conversion 
from a medieval to a modern state. To build 
a modern fleet, Japanese practice was to 
order prototypes from Britain, then im- 
prove on them. The first Japanese battle- 
ship was Fuji, completed in August 1897 — 
basicallya ‘Royal Sovereign’ with improved 
12-inch armament. From lessons learned 
during Fuj?’s construction in England, and 


and 
Yashima, the Japanese laid down the first 
of their excellent ‘Asahi’ class battleships in 
1897, backbone of the force which pul- 
verised the Russians at Tsushima only seven 
years later. 

Across the Atlantic the United States 
Navy also began to create a battle fleet in the 
1890s. Indiana, Massachusetts and Oregon 
(BBs 1, 2 and 3) were inevitably unsatis- 
factory, the result of trying to get a quart 
into a pint pot; their hull size was too modest 
for the four 13-inch guns they carried, and 
their low freeboard made them unsuitable 
for Atlantic service. These faults were 
corrected in Jowa (BB4, completed in 1897) 
which carried four 12-inch guns. 

The next eight American pre-Dread- 


her British-built successors Harsuse 


Top : Indiana (1895), American 
coast-defence battleship with 
low freeboard. 

Bottom : Kearsarge (1900) with 
her distinctive ‘double-deck’ 
turret arrangement (twin 8- 
inch atop twin 13-inch)—nota 
success but repeated, with no 
better results, in the five 
‘Virginias’ laid down six years 
later 
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Germany’s first coast-defence 
battleships. Above : Heimdall 
(1894), with her side-by-side 
9:4-inch forward mountings. 
Right : ‘Worth’ class 
Brandenburg (1893) with 


centreline twin 9:4-inch turrets. 
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noughts were all armed with 13-inch main 
armament. Kearsarge and Kentucky (BBs 
5 and 6, both completed in 1900) featured 
a highly unorthodox (and unworkable) 
experiment: double-deck turrets, with twin 
13-inch turrets fore and aft each topped 
with a twin 8-inch turret. The idea was to 
save deadweight by making one armoured 
barbette support two turrets, but as the 
8-inch and 13-inch guns were housed by the 
same structure all it did was prevent the 
8-inch guns from being allocated different 
targets to the main armament. Orthodox 
twin 13-inch turrets were carried by J/linois, 
Wisconsin and Alabama (BBs 7-9, completed 
in 1900—01). These ships closely resembled 
Britain’s ‘Majestics’, even to the side-by- 
side funnels. Maine, Missouri and Ohio (BBs 
10-I2, completed in 1902-04) gave the 
double-decked 13-inch/8-inch combination 
another try. But all of the subsequent 19 
battleships laid down between April 1902 
and February 1910 (‘Virginia’, ‘Connecti- 
cut’, ‘South Carolina’, ‘Delaware’, ‘Florida’ 
and ‘Wyoming’ classes, BBs 13-22 and 25- 
33) reverted to the 12-inch gun as long as it 
remained the heaviest gun in service with 
other battleship navies. 

Japan and the United States were not 
alone in gaining ‘battleship status’ for their 
navies in the 1890s. The third power to do so 
was the German Empire, which for the first 


20 years after its creation in 1871 seemed 
content with a small, coast-defence naval 
force. A move to give more muscle to this 
lightweight force inherited from the king- 
dom of Prussia began in August 1889, when 
the prototype Siegfried was launched at 
Kiel. Like her successors — Beowulf, Frithjof, 
Heimdall, Hildebrand and Hagen (com- 
pleted 1890-94) followed by Odin and Agir 
(completed 1896), Siegfried’s modest arma- 
ment consisted of three 9:4-inch guns in 
single turrets, one aft and two side by side 
forward. The 9:4-inch gun was also mounted 
in the four ‘Worths’ (completed 1893-94), 
but these ships greatly excelled the ‘Sieg- 
frieds’ in size and fire-power. They carried 
three twin 9: 4-inch turrets, all on the centre- 
line, a secondary armament of eight 4:1- 
inch and a tertiary armament of eight 3:4- 
inch. Subsidiary armament was increased 
still further with the first of the ‘Kaiser’ 
class, Kaiser Friedrich III, launched in July 
1896. The ‘Kaisers’ featured the conven- 
tional two-turret main armament (of four 
9:4-inch), a very strong secondary arma- 
ment of 14 5:9 inch (18 in Karl der Grosse, 
laid down in 1898) and a tertiary armament 
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of 12 3:4-inch. 

Thus by 1898 the British were confronted 
by a German Navy which had completed 12 
new battleships in seven years, with two 
new hulls already launched and another 
three in hand. In the same period Britain's 
traditional naval rival, France, had only 
laid down six new battleships, none of 
which were anywhere near completion. Of 
course it was true that these new German 
battleships were cast strictly in the coast- 
defence role, which in Germany's case 
extended to the Russians in the Baltic as 
well as the British and French in the North 
Sea and Channel. It was also true that the 
new German battle fleet was easily out- 
gunned by the Royal Navy. The fact re- 
mained that Britain was now faced with a 
North Sea naval power which was con- 
fidently expanding its battle fleet at a pace 
surpassed only by the British. 

British apprehensions about the ultimate 
strategic function of the new German fleet 
were confirmed in 1898 by the promulga- 
tion of the German Navy Law. This an- 
nounced the next class of German battle- 
ship, the five “Wittelsbachs”, and laid down 
the planned strength of the German Navy 
by 1903 at 27 capital ships. As only eight of 
these (the ‘Siegfrieds’) were designated as 
coast-defence ships, and as the allocated 
force for service overseas consisted only of 
20 cruisers, it was obvious that the German 
fleet was to be concentrated in home waters 
as a growing rival to the Royal Navy. This 
was confirmed by the second German Navy 
Law of 1900, which raised the objective to a 
strength of 38 battleships and could not be 
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Above : HMS Canopus (1899), 
a reduced version of the 
‘Majestic’ design but with 
funnels fore-and-aft. 

Left : Quarter stern view of 
sister-ship HMS Goliath 
(1900), showing stern gallery 
and torpedo-net booms. 

Top right : ‘King Edward VII’ 
class HMS Hindustan (1905). 
Below right : Gun plans of 
(centre) British ‘King Edward 
VII’ class (four 12-inch, four 
9:2-inch, ten 6-inch) and 
(bottom) German ‘Braun- 
schweig’ class (four 11-inch, 
14 6:7-inch, 14 3:4-inch). 
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separated in context from the vicious anti- 
British propaganda, fomented in Germany 
during Britain’s struggle with the Boers in 
the South African War (1899-1902). 

The British reaction was swift. In addition 
to the six ‘Canopus’ class battleships being 
built to follow the ‘Majestics’, Britain laid 
down no less than 14 new battleships — 
‘Formidable’, ‘London’, ‘Queen’ and ‘Dun- 
can’ classes — between 1898 and 1901, and 
the first four of eight ‘King Edward VIIs’ 
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in 1902. Germany’s unabashed riposte was 
to lay down five ‘Braunschweigs’ in I90I- 
02, followed by the first of five ‘Deutsch- 
lands’ in 1903. 

It was against the background of this 
quickening ‘Anglo-German Building Race’ 
that the world’s navies were given a demon- 
stration of the brutal realities of modern 
naval warfare: the Russo-Japanese War of 
1904-05, and the clash of the battle fleets at 
Tsushima. 
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Previous pages : Russia’s 
luckiest battleship in a wholly 
unlucky war — Tsesarevich, 
which survived the mines and 
shells of Port Arthur and 
avoided the disaster of 
Tsushima by being interned 
after the Battle of the Yellow 
Sea (10 August 1904). 


THE ISSUE BEHIND the Russo-Japanese War 
of 1904-05 was the question of which 
power would hold the monopoly of dom- 
inating the northern provinces of the 
moribund Chinese Empire: Japan or Russia. 
In the brief but bloody Sino-Japanese War 
of 1894-95, a victorious Japan had won 
Formosa, control of a nominally indepen- 
dent Korea, and the Manchurian base of 
Port Arthur (Lü-shun) - only to be forced, 
by international pressure brought to bear by 
Russia, to give up Port Arthur (April 1895). 
Since then the Russians had occupied Port 
Arthur by force (December 1897), bullied 
China into a formal lease of the base to 
Russia (March 1898) and consistently 
undermined Japan’s dominance over Korea. 
A Russo-Japanese showdown was inevitable 
and it was anticipated with confidence by 
both sides. Japan was determined to recover 
Port Arthur, relying on her samurai tradi- 
tion and the excellence of her modern, 
European-moulded armed forces. Russia, 
eager for a glorious Far Eastern war to 
quash domestic discontent, was the first of 
many Western powers to make the mistake 
of despising the Japanese on racial grounds 
and discounting their ability to wage effec- 
tive modern war against Europeans. 

Port Arthur was the focus of the war of 
1904, which turned on sea power. To eject 
the Russians from Port Arthur in Manchuria 
by shipping troops to neighbouring Korea, 
the Japanese needed to seize and keep com- 
mand of the sea in order to supply and rein- 
force their troops, and prevent Russian 
reinforcements being shipped in to Port 
Arthur. To frustrate these aims, the Russian 
naval forces at Port Arthur and Vladivostok 
would have to operate as wings of the same 
fleet and keep the initiative from the start; 
and they believed they could do this with 
ease. In the words of Rear-Admiral Vitjevt, 
Chief of Staff of the Russian Far East Fleet, 
‘Our fleet cannot be beaten by the Japanese 
Fleet, either in the Gulf of Korea or in the 
Yellow Sea’, and wrote off the Japanese 
chances of landing troops in Korea as 
‘absolutely impossible’. In time-honoured 
style, hubris earned the inevitable penalty 
of nemesis. 

At the end of January 1904 the Russians 
had seven battleships, six cruisers, 25 de- 
stroyers, two torpedo gunboats and two 
minelayers at Port Arthur, with another 
four cruisers and 17 torpedo-boats at 
Vladivostok. In the face of this array, 
Admiral Heihachiro Togo’s Japanese fleet 
numbered six battleships, 14 cruisers, 19 
destroyers and 16 torpedo-boats. Confident 


in their numerical superiority, which indeed 
left Togo with no margin for one-sided 
losses, the Russians at Port Arthur com- 
placently believed that the Japanese would 
have to be brought to action and would 
certainly not open hostilities. As a result no 
precautions were taken to guard against the 
savage pre-emptive strike, without formal 
severance of diplomatic relations or de- 
claration of war, which Togo launched at 
Port Arthur just after midnight on the 
night of 8-9 February 1904. 

Togo’s overriding objective was to permit 
the transfer of the Japanese expeditionary 
force to Korea and Manchuria by making 
it impossible for the Port Arthur fleet to 
put to sea. The aim was to gain numerical 
superiority — without putting a single Jap- 
anese battleship at risk — by sinking or 
rendering unfit for sea as many Russian 
battleships as possible. Togo’s pre-emptive 
attack on the Russian fleet has justly been 
compared with the carrier strike at Pearl 
Harbor in December 1941; but though the 
tactical objectives were the same in both 
cases, the Port Arthur attack went off at 
half-cock. The opening strike was carried 
out by torpedo-boats which fired 18 tor- 
pedoes into the brightly-lit anchorage, 
scoring damaging hits on the 12-inch gun 
battleships Retvizan and Tsesarevich and the 
cruiser Pallada; Retvizan and Pallada had 
to be beached. At a stroke, Togo was thus 
presented with a superiority of six Japanese 
12-inch gun battleships (Fuji, Yashima, 
Hatsuse, Mikasa, Asahi and Shikishima) 
against three Russian 12-inch gun battle- 
ships (Petropavlovsk, Poltava and Sevasto- 
pol) and two 10-inch gun battleships (Pobieda 
and Peresviet). But the Japanese torpedo- 
boats, not being fitted with the newfangled 
wireless signal apparatus, were unable to 
summon Togo’s intact battle fleet for a 
decisive follow-up bombardment. By the 
ume Togo attempted this later on the 9th 
the Russian shore batteries were fully 
alerted, and Togo withdrew after the battle 
ensign of his flagship Mikasa had twice been 
brought down by Russian shells. 

Yet the vital first trick had been won, and 
‘Togo’s fleet blockaded Port Arthur while 
the Japanese Army crossed unmolested into 
Manchuria and advanced on Port Arthur 
from the landward. Though badly shaken 
by the initial Japanese attack the Russians 
by no means despaired and set about repair- 
ing their damaged ships. Togo’s attempt to 
seal them in with 27 blockships was foiled 
later in February by excellent Russian 
practice with searchlights and shore bat- 
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teries. Meanwhile Admiral Stark was made 
the scapegoat for the setback of 9 February 
and replaced as C-in-C by Admiral 
Makarov, the most popular and inspiring 
leader in the Russian Navy. Makarov’s 
arrival in Port Arthur on 8 March after 
running the Japanese blockade sent Russian 
morale soaring, but not for long. On 13 
April Makarov was lost when his flagship 
Petropavlovsk sank with immense loss of life 
after hitting a mine, while Pobieda was 
damaged by another mine. Makarov was 
succeeded in command by Vitjevt, who 
knew that even if all the damaged Russian 
battleships could be perfectly restored to 
fighting condition, Togo's battle fleet still 
out-gunned them. 

Vitjevt therefore held strictly to the de- 
fensive, pinning his hopes on mining the 
approaches to Port Arthur regardless of 
international law and the theoretical sanctity 
of the high seas outside territorial waters. 
Inglorious though this tactic was, it soon 
bore dramatic results. On 15 May Togo lost 
two of his British-built battleships, Hatsuse 
and Yashima, to mines laid the previous 
day. Though Togo had lost his battleship 
superiority he grimly maintained his block- 
ade, knowing that the Japanese Army was 
already closing in on Port Arthur from the 
north. On 23 June the growing urgency of 
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the Russian position was revealed by Vitjevt 
taking his fleet to sea, under orders to break 
the Japanese blockade. Togo did the only 
thing he could and deployed his fleet in 
battle order across the Russians’ course. 
This resolute sight unnerved Vitjevt and he 
took his fleet back into Port Arthur. On the 
night of the 23rd Togo launched another 
torpedo attack. Itscored no hits but Sevasto- 
pol, manoeuvring to avoid torpedoes, 
blundered on to a mine and sustained heavy 
damage. The blockade continued. 

By the end of July, with the Japanese 
siege-lines now drawn so tight around Port 
Arthur that the Russian fleet was coming 
under artillery fire from the landward, it 
was ciear that the end was in sight. Vitjevt 
prepared to break out regardless of losses to 
take his surviving ships to Vladivostok, and 
sortied on 10 August with six battleships, 
four cruisers and eight destroyers. Togo 
was waiting for him with four battleships, 
four cruisers, 17 destroyers. The resultant 
Battle of the Yellow Sea began at the un- 
precedented range of 14,000 yards in the 
afternoon of 10 August, Togo declining to 
hazard his battleships and risk driving the 
Russians back in to Port Arthur by a rash 
early engagement. It Was not until 17.30 
hours that the range came down to 8,000 
yards and a general engagement began. For 


Top left : The main battle zones 
of the Russo-Japanese War of 
1904-05, showing the dominant 
position of the Russian base at 
Port Arthur. 

Top : The British-built Fuji, 
whose sister-ship Yashima was 
mined and sunk off Port Arthur. 
Above : Retvizan, damaged and 
beached in Togo’s first strike 

at Port Arthur, but salvaged 
and taken into Japanese service 
after the war as Hizen. 


-Togo's flagship Mikasaat . 
Tsushima, flying his Nelsonic 
=~ signal “The fate of the Empire 
pends on this event. Let 
every man do his utmost’, 
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Above right : Pobieda and 
Peresviet, scuttled at Port 
Arthur. Like Retvizan they 
were salvaged and entered 
Japanese service as Suwo and 
Sagami. 

Above : Tsushima, the 
opening phase. 

Opposite page : Accurately fed 
with information by the 
cruisers shadowing the on- 
coming Russians, Togo’s 
battle fleet steams out to 
engage in line-ahead. 
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an hour the issue hung in the balance, the 
Russians stoutly maintaining their fire and 
managing to inflict considerable superficial 
damage on the Japanese fleet. By 18.40, 
however, it was all over. Three minutes 
before two Japanese 12-inch shells had hit 
Vitjevt’s flagship Tsesarevich, killing the 
Admiral, his flag staff, and all ship’s 
executive officers in the conning-tower. 
With the helm jammed hard over, Tsesare- 
vich reeled out of the line and the leaderless 
fleet broke up in confusion, saved from total 
destruction only by the falling of darkness. 
Though badly battered in the action, five 
battleships, a cruiser and three destroyers 
fled back to Port Arthur. Tsesarevich, two 
cruisers and a destroyer were interned in 
neutral ports, another cruiser was beached 
and destroyed on the Shantung coast, and 
the cruiser Novik was trapped and sunk off 
Sakhalin (21 August) by a Japanese cruiser 
squadron. 

Though Togo maintained the blockade 
of Port Arthur with his damaged fleet, the 
Russians never sortied again. The siege of 
Port Arthur took its relentless course until, 
in December, the surviving Russian war- 
ships came under the fire of 11-inch Jap- 
anese siege howitzers. One by one they 
were sunk, with the exception of Sevastopol 
which was scuttled in deep water just before 


the Port Arthur garrison surrendered on 
2 January 1905. In the 11 months since the 
outbreak of war, the Russian Navy had lost 
seven battleships, seven cruisers, 33 de- 


stroyers, torpedo-boats and minelayers 
sunk, captured, or driven into neutral 
internment; the Japanese had lost only two 
battleships, two protected cruisers, two 
destroyers and four torpedo-boats. They 
planned to make good their battleship losses 
by taking possession of the bottomed hulks 
at Port Arthur, salvaging them for repair 
and continued service under Japanese col- 
ours — Retvizan as Hizen, Peresviet as 
Sagami, Pobieda as Suwo, Poltava as Tango. 

But the Port Arthur triumph only marked 
the end of the first phase of the naval war of 
1904-05. Togo knew that the captured 
Russian battleships would not be ready for 
service before he would have to deal with a 
new threat. This was the amazing cruise of 
the Russian Baltic Fleet from the Gulf of 
Finland round the world to the Tsushima 
Straits, bent on avenging the humiliations 
of the Port Arthur campaign. 

The cruise of the Baltic Fleet remains one 
of the most audacious concepts and achieve- 
ments in the history of modern naval war- 
fare. Spee’s war cruise in 1914, the formation 
of the British Pacific Fleet in 1945 and the 
despatch of the South Atlantic Task Force 
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in 1982 were nothing by comparison. Even 
in the age of sail there had been nothing to 
touch it, with the possible exceptions of the 
circumnavigations of Drake in 1577-80 and 
Anson in 1740-44: a voyage 18,000 miles 
long without a single Russian supply base 
anywhere along the route, and action against 
a well-armed, battle-tested enemy fleet 
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waiting at journey’s end. And this was 
achieved by a fleet of steam warships depen- 
dent on mountains of coal — not oil fuel, 
which can be replenished by the simple 
technique of pumping it along a hose. 

The decision to transfer the Baltic Fleet 
to the Far East was taken on 20 June 1904, 
when the Port Arthur fleet was still in being, 
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and the plan envisaged an eventual union 
of the two fleets in overwhelming strength. 
The Baltic Fleet command and the whole 
epic mission were entrusted to Admiral 
Zinovi Petrovich Rozhestvensky, who after 
heroic struggles with Tsarist bureaucracy 
managed to assemble a motley supply fleet 
to get his warships at least as far as the 
Indian Ocean. When he received the news 
of Port Arthur’s fall, Rozhestvensky had got 
no further than Nossi Bé in Madagascar. 
The voyage out had been a nightmare, 
starting with a full-blooded fiasco in the 
North Sea on the night of 22 October, only a 
week after departure. Panicky Russian 
gunners fired on British trawlers off the 
Dogger Bank, believing them to be Japanese 
torpedo-boats (not such a lunatic assump- 
tion as it would appear, given the Japanese 
Navy’s reliance on the products of British 
shipyards). Fulsome apologies saved the 
Russians from a fleet action with the British 
Channel Fleet, which was nevertheless at 
battle stations as the Russians passed down- 
Channel. Diplomatic wranglings had at- 
tended every coaling stop: at Vigo (1 
November 1904), Tangier (6 November), 
Dakar (16 November), Libreville (1 De- 
cember), Mossamedes (7 December) and 
Lüderitz (16 December). The news of the 
destruction of the Port Arthur Fleet meant 
that the original plan lay in ruins. And the 
sailors of the fleet were, from January 1905, 
increasingly disaffected by the news of 
domestic workers’ unrest at home, heavily 
censored though the reports were. 
Rozhestvensky’s decision to press on from 


Madagascar, hoping to bring the Japanese 
fleet to action before it could make good the 
wear and tear of the Port Arthur campaign, 
was therefore uniquely courageous in view 
of the difficulties surrounding him at every 
turn. Those difficulties were increased by 
the news that he was to be joined by Rear- 
Admiral Nebogatov’s antique squadron 
which was derided even by optimistic Rus- 
sians as ‘auto-sinkers’, and which Rozhest- 
vensky had begged the Russian Ministry of 
Marine to keep at home. Nebogatov’s ‘auto- 
sinkers’, which came out through the 
Mediterranean and Suez Canal, consisted 
of the old coastal battleship Imperator 
Nikolai I, an armoured cruiser, three coastal 
defence ships and seven auxiliaries. When 
they joined Rozhestvensky off Indo-China 
they became the latest millstone round his 
woefully tired neck. 

It was on the voyage from Madagascar to 
the Far East (16 March-26 May) that the 
Russian Navy achieved yet another ‘first’: 
the first successful ship-to-ship refuelling 
carried out while under way. This innova- 
tion, the basis of all protracted modern-day 
fleet operations, was forced on the Russians 
by the unique demands of the voyage. 

Against all odds, Rozhestvensky’s ‘Second 
Pacific Fleet’ sailed from its last replenish- 
ment-stop on the Indo-Chinese coast on 
14 May 1905, the final lap reached at last. 
Its progress was consistently reported all 
the way up the China Sea, contact being 
lost on the 25th but regained on the night of 
the 26th. The latter news was radioed to 
‘Togo where he lay at Mesampo Bay on the 


Korean coast, planning to engage the 
Russian fleet as it emerged from the bottle- 
neck of the Tsushima Straits. In addition to 
his four 12-inch gun battleships (Fuji, 
Mikasa, Asahi and Shikishima), Togo’s 
command consisted of eight armoured 
cruisers, 16 light cruisers, 21 destroyers, and 
57 torpedo-boats of all classes. 

The Russian fleet had a nominal structure 
of three squadrons, the best battleships 
leading: Rozhestvensky’s flagship Kniaz 
Suvorov, Aleksandr III, Borodino and Orel, 
all 12-inch gun ships. Close astern came the 
second squadron: the 10-inch gun battle- 
ship Oslvabya, followed by two relics better 
suited to the American Civil War than the 
pre-Dreadnought era: the turret ironclads 
Sissor Velikiy and Navarin. Bringing up the 
rear came Nebogatov’s Imperator Nikolai I 
with two armoured cruisers, two light 
cruisers and the three coastal defence ships; 
and a supply flotilla of four transports, two 
repair tugs and two hospital ships. The 
result was an ungainly armada of over 30 
ships of all types from 12-inch gun battle- 
ship to tugboat. Rozhestvensky’s chain of 
command had not been improved by the 
death of Rear-Admiral Felkersam on 25 
May; to prevent morale slipping further, 
Rozhestvensky had ordered that Felker- 
sam’s flag was to keep flying in Oslyabya, 
as though he were still alive. 

Though again outnumbered in battle- 
ships, Togo viewed the approaching engage- 
ment in an entirely different light to that of 
the Yellow Sea nine months before. He 
knew all the major weaknesses in the Russian 
fleet — they had been the subject of inter- 
national debate for months. Togo also knew 
that the fleet he was about to fight was the 
last one Russia had to send. Like Nelson at 
Trafalgar, he doubted whether this was an 
instrument which the enemy knew how to 
play. Togo therefore planned to exploit the 
Russian lack of cohesion by keeping the 
Japanese battle line tightly together, con- 
centrating its joint fire-power against the 
strongest Russian ships. At the Yellow Sea 
his powerful 8-inch gun armoured cruisers 
had operated separately to split the Russian 
fire; this time they were to go into action in 
the line of battle, augmenting the weight of 
heavy shell thrown by the battleships. ‘Togo 
also planned to use the 5-knot speed ad- 
vantage of the well-drilled Japanese fleet to 
pressurise Rozhestvensky’s armada by man- 
oeuvre, hopefully bringing about the same 
confusion which had dissolved Vitjevt’s fleet 
at the crisis of the Yellow Sea action. 

By noon on 27 May the Russian fleet had 
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passed the Tsushima Straits in line-ahead, 
with the supply ships trailing behind 
Nebogatov’s squadron at the rear. The 
Russians had been shadowed for the past 
six hours by Japanese cruisers, reporting the 
Russians’ progress by radio. The approach 
of these cruisers to within 9,000 yards was 
too tempting for Captain Yung of Orel, 
fourth in line, who opened fire; Neboga- 
tov’s squadron followed suit, and 32 rounds 
were wasted before Rozhestvensky’s angry 
‘cease fire’ order was obeyed. This un- 
disciplined outburst at least had the effect 
of making the Japanese cruisers withdraw, 
and the Russian ships’ companies were sent 
to dinner. 

At this point Rozhestvensky suddenly 
began a manoeuvre which has baffled his- 
torian ever since. He ordered his first and 
second divisions to make an 8-point (90- 
degree) turn to starboard. This would have 
divided the Russian fleet, presumably with 
the intention of catching the oncoming but 
still invisible Japanese battle fleet between 
two fires. It may well be, however, that 
Rozhestvensky had been touched by a flash 
of the same intuition which was to come to 
Jellicoe at Jutland 11 years later (see p. 114) 
and he sensed that this manoeuvre would 
lay his best battleships in line-ahead across 
the track of the Japanese battle fleet, ideally 
placed to concentrate fire on the head of the 
Japanese line. (This was the tactic known 
as ‘crossing the T’.) In any event, only 
Suvorov, Aleksandr III, Borodino and Orel 
had completed the turn when more Japanese 
cruisers were sighted, approaching from the 
north-west. If they were the scouts ahead 
of Togo’s battle fleet, the original course had 
been right all the time and Rozhestvensky 
hastily turned back on to it. This left the 
Russian fleet in two parallel columns, with 
Rozhestvensky’s first division slightly ahead 
and to starboard of the second and third; 
and at this moment the leading Japanese 
battleships at last hove into view, advancing 
not from the north-west but the north-east — 
in other words, heading straight for the 
Russian fleet. 

When the two fleets sighted each other at 
13.45 hours, Rozhestvensky still had the 
option of edging out to starboard with the 
first division and threatening Togo with en- 
velopment. Instead he held to his course, 
most likely intent on reducing the range for 
the benefit of his ships’ hghter guns. This 
left the initiative to Togo, who proceeded 
to give a demonstration of fleet handling 
which for sheer virtuosity has seldom been 
rivalled. After confirming that the Russian 
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Togo’s battleships open fire; 
the dense funnel smoke is a 
reminder that the wind, just as 
in the days of sail, remained a 
vital factor in battleship actions 
until the coming of radar. 
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fleet was headed by its most powerful battle- 
ships with Rozhestvensky’s flagship in the 
van, Togo swept the Japanese battle line 
across to the Russian left flank. The Japanese 
line crossed the path of the Russian columns 
well out of range, then turned in succession 
to end up ahead of the leading Russian ships 
on a slightly converging course. Caught 
off balance, Rozhestvensky attempted to 
counter by re-forming his fleet in a single 
line, cutting in ahead of the second division 
headed by Os/vabva. As he did so, Suvorov 
fired her first ranging shots at 9,000 yards — 
but Rozhestvensky would have been better 
advised to concentrate on his resumption 
of the linc-ahcad. Barging across the path 
of the rest of the fleet, the first division 
threw the second and third divisions into 
angry confusion, with sharp course changes 
and reductions of speed to avoid collisions. 
‘The disarray thus created in the Russian 
centre and rear only helped Togo in his 
planned concentration of fire on the strongest 
Russian ships. 

Rozhestvensky showed complete indif- 
ference to the confusion into which the 
centre and rear of his flect had fallen. He 
snatched at the opportunity handed to him 
by Togo's opening manoeuvre: the fixed 
point at which the Japanese battleships and 
armoured cruisers were turning IN succes- 


sion. In the opening ten minutes of the battle 
(13.45-55) this point became the focus of 
unexpectedly accurate Russian fire. Togo's 
flagship Mikasa and her sister-ship Shiki- 
shima were hit by several 6-inch and 12-inch 
shells; Nebogatov’s Nikolai I, firing with 
equal accuracy, landed 10-inch hits on the 
armoured cruisers Asama and Nishin and 
forced them out of the line. A lucky hit at 
this moment could have had far-reaching 
results for the Russians, because Togo’s 
custom was to command in the old style, 
out in the open on the wing of his bridge. 
He was hit in the thigh by a splinter hurled 
by an exploding shell but never even turned 
round, stoically waiting for the moment 
when his ships’ superior speed would take 
them out of range of the Russian centre and 
rear and allow his 12-inch gunners to con- 
centrate on the Russian van. 

The fleeting Russian opportunity soon 
passed. By 14.00 hours the Japanese line, 
settled on its converging course, was out of 
range of the Russian rear and a torrent of 
12-inch, 8-inch and 6-inch shells broke on 
Rozhestvensky’s leading ships, the Japanese 
battleships concentrating on Suvorov, the 
armoured cruisers on Oslvabya. ‘I had 
never imagined anything like it. Shells 
seemed to be pouring upon us incessantly, 
one after the other,’ wrote one of Rozhest- 
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vensky’s surviving staff ofħcers later. ‘It 
seemed as if these were mines, not shells, 
which were striking the ship’s side and fall- 
ing on the deck. They burst as soon as they 
touched anything — the moment they en- 
countered the least impediment in their 
flight.” These were instantaneously-fused 
shells filled with s/rmose, an improved 
Japanese explosive; their effect was to 
wreck the upperworks of the Russian ships, 
killing the crews of the secondary and 
tertiary armaments and starting innumer- 
able fires. 

Rozhestvensky lost the battle between 
14.00 and 14.20 hours when, while he still 
had signalling apparatus and a flagship 
under control, he failed to swing to port. 
This would have ‘crossed the ‘T° of the 
Japanese rear and at least enable the Rus- 
sians to do to the Japanese armoured cruisers 
what Togo's fleet was doing to them. At 
14.30, blazing above the waterline, her 
mainmast gone and helm jammed by a hit 
in the stern, Suvorov swung helplessly out 
of the line; Oslyabva was in similar plight. 
By 15.00 Rozhestvensky, repeatedly wound- 
ed, had been driven from his conning- 
tower to shelter with his staff in a midships 
6-inch gun turret; the stricken Suvorov 
was being circled by the Russian line with 
Aleksandr IIIT and Borodino in the lead, 
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forced by another Japanese change of course 
to shy away to the south-east. 

Oslyabya sank at about 15.30, rent open 
by repeated hits at the waterline — the first 
modern battleship to be sunk by gunfire. 
Half an hour later Aleksandr III was also 
forced out of the line, burning furiously. 
The action now degenerated into a wildly 
confused but wholly one-sided slaughter, 
with Togo engaging and disengaging at will 
and picking his targets with ruthless effici- 
ency, each time with overwhelming fire- 
power. Dazed and incoherent from his 
wounds, Rozhestvensky transferred to the 
destroyer Buiny at 17.30 but he no longer 
had a cohesive fleet to command. Half an 
hour later Aleksandr III capsized and sank, 
shattered by the fire of Togo's battleships ; 
about 19.00 Borodino blew up and sank 
when a 12-inch shell exploded in her maga- 
zine. Suvorov was finished off at 19.20 by 
Japanese torpedo-boats, her heroic gunners 
hitting back to the last with the only 75-mm 
gun still able to fire. When Togo came in for 
the kill on the morning of the 28th, Neboga- 
tov was left in command of the remnants 
which had joined him, but he knew that their 
exhausted crews were incapable of fair 
resistance, and surrendered. At 16.50 that 
afternoon the destroyer Biedovvi, into which 
Rozhestvensky had made his second shift of 
flag, also surrendered; and Togo's victory 
was complete. 

So ended the first fleet action of the 
modern battleship era — and, it should be 
noted, the last to be fought purely in two 
dimensions, ship to ship, without molesta- 
tion from naval aircraft above or submarines 
below. Tsushima remains the only battle- 
ship fleet action to end with an entire battle 


fleet sunk or captured. Only one Russian 


cruiser and two destroyers escaped to reach 
Vladivostok; three other cruisers escaped to 
neutral ports and were interned. Togo’s 
losses were only three torpedo-boats sunk, 
117 killed and 583 wounded. Known Rus- 
sian losses were 4,830 killed, 5,917 captured 
and 1,862 missing; no figures were ever 
reached for the wretched wounded. 

Tsushima re-stated the battleship’s pre- 
dominance in fleet actions at sea, and above 
all the devastating effect of long-range 
heavy-calibre gunfire. At the same time the 
battle was only the dramatic finale to a naval 
war which had also showed the battleship’s 
vulnerability to torpedoes and mines. All 
these lessons were avidly studied and 
apphed, with varying success, to the new 
generations of battleships already taking 
shape in the west: the Dreadnoughts. 
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6. THE DREADNOUGHT 
BATTLESHIP 1905-1914 
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Previous pages : The after 15- 
inch guns of the British super- 
Dreadnought HMS Queen 
Elizabeth (1915). 

Right : HMS Lord Nelson 
(1908). Though she and her 
sister-ship Agamemnon were 
completed after Dreadnought, 
they were the most powerful of 
the British pre-Dreadnoughts, 
with a mixed armament of four 
12-inch, ten 9:2-inch and 

24 12-pounders and ten 
3-pounders. 

Below : Gun plan of HMS 
Dreadnought 1906, , showing 
the awkward wing turrets and 
overzealous purge of all 
secondary armament which 
were the most serious flaws of 
Britain’s ‘first generation’ 
Dreadnoughts. 
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By 1905, THE YEAR OF TSUSHIMA, the battle- 
ship had remained substantially unchanged 
for 15 years: four-gun main armament, 
heavy secondary and tertiary batteries, 
around 15,000 tons displacement, powered 
by coal-fired triple-expansion engines, 
maximum speed 15-18 knots. But by the 
outbreak of the First World War nine years 
later this format had been rendered hope- 
lessly obsolete. The introduction of the 
Dreadnought type, named from the first of 
the new breed to enter service, had raised 
the battleship to an entirely new plane of 
development. 

In itself the ‘Dreadnought Revolution’ 
of 1905-14 was not so remarkable; there 
had been many such improvements since 
the first ironclads had appeared so years 
before. It was the combination of new features 
which made HMS Dreadnought such a 
nonpareil when launched in February 1906: 
not just more powerful armament, not just 
heavier armour, not just far more efficient 
machinery delivering far greater speed, but 
all of them at a stroke. 

The Dreadnought concept sprang from 
the uneasy feeling that the battleship, in the 


prevailing format of the 1890s and early 
1900s, was being prevented from doing full 
justice to itself by basic faults in design and 
combat theory. It made no sense to mount 
ever-increasing numbers of guns able to 
cripple an enemy at short range, within 
range of his torpedoes, when a more generous 
allocation of heavy guns would enable the 
enemy to be destroyed at long range, outside 
the range of his torpedoes. Armament was 
therefore the essence of the Dreadnought 
concept: the scrapping of secondary bat- 
teries to produce an ‘all big-gun’ battleship. 
With a doubled allocation of heavy guns 
went better armoured protection and more 
speed. The new formula first took definitive 
form in a much-discussed article by an 
Italian, General Vittorio Cuniberti — ‘An 
Ideal Warship for the British Navy’, which 
appeared in Jane's Fighting Ships (1903). 
Cuniberti’s suggestions were music to the 
ears of the British Admiral Sir John Fisher, 
a tireless crusader in the Royal Navy for 
maximum efficiency, battle-worthiness and 
fire-power. When Fisher became First Sea 
Lord on 21 October 1904 - Trafalgar Day — 
he set in motion a spate of much-needed 


reforms, aimed at a fundamental regrouping 
of the navy to permit a concentration of its 
most powerful ships in home waters. 
Obsessed with the increasing challenge 
represented by the ever-growing German 
fleet, he knew that it would only be a matter 
of time before battleships of the Cuniberti 
type were built by other navies. In the spring 
of 1905 it was learned that the Japanese had 
started the ball rolling, laying down a 
20,000-ton monster which would be armed 
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prospect of Germany following suit and 
producing a battle fleet of ships with three 
times the fire-power of Britain’s ‘King 
Edward VIIs’, Fisher overbore all opposi- 
tion. On 2 October 1905 Britain’s first ‘all 
big-gun’ battleship was laid down at Ports- 
mouth, her name, HMS Dreadnought, being 
derived from Fisher’s personal motto — 
‘Fear God and Dread Nought’. 
Dreadnought’s revolutionary features may 
best be assessed by comparing them with 


with 12 12-inch guns. Appalled at the contemporary pre-Dreadnoughts: 
Dimensions Mikasa (J) Braunschweig (G) King Ed. VII (GB) | Dreadnought (GB) 

| Displacement 15,200 tons 13,200 tons 15,700 tons 17,110 tons 
Length 415 ft 398°5 ft 425 ft 490 ft 

| Beam 75°5 ft 72:75 ft 78 ft 82 ft 

| Draught 28:25 ft 25 ft 245 ft 26:6 ft 
Armament 

al T T 

| Main 4x12 in 4x11l in 4x12 in 10x12 in 
Secondary 14x6 in 14*6°7 in 10x6 in — 
Tertiary 20x12 pdr 14x 3-4 in 14x 3 pdr 24x12 pdr 
Torpedoes 4x18 in 6x17'7 in 4x18 in 5x18 in 

+ —|— le 
Armour 

| Main belt 9-4 in 8:75-4 in 9-4 in 11-4 in 
Barbettes 

| Turrets 10-8 in 10-6 in 12-6 in ll in 
Decks 3 in 3 in 2:5-1 in 3-1:5 in 

r + + 
Machinery 

L $ 4 

| Type 2-shatt 3-shaft 2-shaft +-shatt 

| triple-exp. triple-exp. triple-exp. turbines 

| Horsepower 15,000 16,000 18,000 23,000 

| Speed 18 kts 18 kts 18:5 kts 21 kts 
Complement 935 69] 777 773 

Le 


Massed pre-Dreadnoughts of 
the British Fleet dressed overall 
for the 1907 Royal Review — but 
already rendered obsolete by 
the debut of Dreadnought. 
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Right : The bristling assortment 
of gun calibres mounted in the 
“Lord Nelson’ class Agamemnon 
(1908). 

Inset : Completed only a year 
later but streets ahead in heavy- 
calibre hitting power: the 
‘Bellerophon’ class 
Dreadnought HMS Temeraire, 
with ten 12-inch guns to 
Agamemnon’s modest four. 
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The novelty of Dreadnought's 12-inch gun 
broadside lay in the turret arrangement: 
from no matter on what bearing she might 
have to engage a pre-Dreadnought, she 
would always be able to throw at least 
double the weight of 12-inch shell. Dread- 
nought’s other virtues included the freedom 
from vibration conferred by turbine engines. 
The latter novelty had been demonstrated 
at the Diamond Jubilee Naval Review of 
1897 by the speedboat Turbinia of Charles 
Parsons, the first vessel in the world to 
exceed 30 knots. With turbine power, 
Dreadnought became the first battleship to 
break the 20-knot barrier — though not the 
first to burn oil fuel. That honour belonged 
to the Russian pre-Dreadnought Rostislav, 
completed seven years before Dreadnought. 

Fisher nevertheless had to defend Dread- 
nought against a storm of opposition. The 
weightiest objection was that she did indeed 
make every other battleship in the world 
redundant — including those of Britain. 
The Royal Navy's pre-Dreadnought battle 
fleet had been the strongest in the world, 
and its strength was still growing. Only five 
months before Dreadnought had been laid 
down, work had started on Lord Nelson and 
Agamemnon, which had set new standards 
in pre-Dreadnought fire-power. The “Lord 
Nelsons” were armed with four 12-inch, ten 
9:2-ınch, 24 12-pounders and ten 3- 
pounders. But now, with Dreadnought, 
British naval supremacy was no more: if the 
German Navy started to build Dread- 
noughts, which it obviously would, they 
would be competing on level terms. 

The answer to this was that Britain re- 
mained the world’s master shipbuilder, 
unmatched in speed and expertise by any 
other naval power. Even today, with all the 
advantages of prefabrication and advanced 
construction techniques, Dreadnought re- 
mains the all-time record beater for speed 
of construction with a warship of her class: 
only 366 days from laying-down to trials. 
It was this ability, added to the vital advant- 
age of having snatched the lead in producing 
Dreadnoughts, which guaranteed that 
Britain’s battleship supremacy could be 
preserved. 

And so it proved. It was not until the 
summer of 1907 that Germany laid down 
her first Dreadnoughts: Rheinland (1 June), 
Posen (11 June), Nassau (22 July) and West- 


falen (12 August). These retained the 


favourite German 11-inch gun, but in six 
twin turrets, two on the centreline and the 
other four back-to-back amidships. But by 
the time work started on Westfalen in 
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Top : USS Michigan (1910), 
with eight centreline 12-inch 
guns. The vastly superior 
centreline turret arrangement 
enabled her, though mounting 
one less turret, to fire the 

same broadside as Britain’s 
Dreadnought — handicapped as 
the latter was in broadside fire 
by always having one wing 
turret blanked off by the mass 
of the superstructure. 

Above : French pre- 
Dreadnought Danton and 
(centre) Courber. The latter 
(completed 1913) was name- 
ship of the belated first class of 
French Dreadnoughts. 
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August 1907, Britain had already launched 
Bellerophon, her second Dreadnought; and 
Temeraire followed on 24 August, with work 
proceeding on Superb, and Collingwood. St 
Vincent was laid down in December 1907 
and Vanguard in April 1908. Nassau was 
the first of the ‘Westfalens’ to be completed, 
in October 1909. By then Britain already 
had five Dreadnoughts to Germany’s 
one: Dreadnought, Bellerophon, Temeraire, 
Superb, and St Vincent. 

The Japanese had precipitated Dread- 
nought’s design by laying down Aki and 
Satsuma in March and May 1905, but these 
ships when completed were not true Dread- 
noughts with a uniform main armament. 
The immense weight problem created by 
the eight 12-inch turrets of the original 
design proved insuperable and the ships 
were eventually completed with a hybrid 
armament ( Satsuma in March 1909, Aki in 
March 1911). They were armed with a 
centreline twin 12-inch turret fore and aft, 
and six twin 10-inch turrets amidships. The 
first true Japanese Dreadnoughts were 
Settsu and Kawachi, laid down in January 


and April 1909. Their turret arrangement 
naturally owed much to Aki and Satsuma: a 
centreline twin 12-inch turret fore and aft, 
and four more amidships, two back to back 
on each side. 

The United States Navy introduced an 
entirely novel feature with the ‘South 
Carolina’ class battleships — Michigan and 
South Carolina, both laid down in December 
1906. This was a reduced number of turrets 
(four twin 12-inch) but all of them on the 
centreline, two forward and two aft. The 
great advantage of an all-centreline turret 
arrangement was that it enabled the entire 
main armament to be fired in broadside, 
which was not possible in the case of battle- 
ships with wing turrets. The latter only 
enjoyed a crushing superiority when ap- 
proaching head-on, which was at best a 
fleeting advantage. Thus Dreadnought, ap- 
proaching South Carolina head-on, would 
have been able to open fire with six guns to 
the American’s four; but in broadside fire, 
with one or the other of Dreadnoughts wing 
turrets blanked off by the superstructure, 
the two ships’ fire-power would be identical. 
All American battleships built after the 
‘South Carolina’ class retained the all- 
centreline main armament, which the British 
did not adopt until the ‘Orion’ class of 
1909-10. The ‘South Carolinas’ were, how- 
ever, technically kept in the pre-Dread- 
nought speed bracket by their coal-burning 
reciprocating engines, delivering a maxi- 
mum speed of only 18} knots. 

Hamstrung as ever by the prolonged 
construction time of its shipyards, the 


French Navy had painfully begun work ona 
pre-Dreadnought fleet with the ten battle- 
ships of the ‘République’, ‘Vérité and 
‘Danton’ classes, laid down between De- 
cember 1901 and July 1908. The first French 
Dreadnoughts were the four battleships of 
the ‘Courbet’ class (Courbet, Jean Bart, 
Paris and France). Their armament was six 
twin 12-inch turrets, two superimposed 
fore and aft and two in wing mountings. The 
latter feature, plus the intervening increase 
in gun sizes, meant that they were out- 
classed by all contemporary Dreadnoughts 
by the time of their completion in 1913-14. 

The Italian Navy suffered from the same 
lengthy construction time, with its inevit- 
able tendency to built-in obsolescence, as 
the French. The last Italian pre-Dread- 
noughts were the four ships of the ‘Regina 
Elena’ class (Regina Elena, Napoli, Roma 
and Vittorio Emmanuele), all laid down in 
1901-03 but not completed until 1907-08. 
Though designed by General Cuniberti, 
father of the Dreadnought concept, they 
were hopelessly outgunned: only two 12- 
inch guns and 12 8-inch. They were, how- 
ever, built for speed, with fine lines and 
much use of high-tensile steel to save dead- 
weight, and their coal-burning triple- 
expansion engines could deliver 21 knots. 
The first Italian Dreadnought was Dante 
Alighieri, laid down in June 1909. She in- 
troduced an entirely new gun arrangement: 
the triple turret mounting. Together with 
all-centreline arrangement, the triple turret 
was destined to remain the standard arma- 
ment of all ‘last generation’ battleships of 
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Second World War vintage, with the 
exception of Britain’s ‘King George V’ class 
and HMS Vanguard. Designed for broad- 
side fire, with no wing turrets, Dante 
Alighieri could throw 12 12-inch shells to 
Dreadnoughts ten — but like the French 
‘Courbets? she was not completed until 
1913. She was, however, powered by coal- 
burning turbines and had a 
22:75 knots. 

Italy’s main rival before 1914, the Austro- 
Hungarian Empire, was the first to build 
Dreadnoughts with centreline triple 12- 
inch turrets in superimposed arrangement. 
“These were the excellent ‘Viribus Unitis’ 
battleships: Viribus Unitis, Tegetthof, Prinz 
Eugen and Szent Istvan, completed in 
1912-14. Using superimposed turrets made 
for shorter hull length (469 feet, against 
Dante Alighier’s 519 feet) and greater 
manoeuvrability to offset their 2-knot in- 
feriority in speed. To out-gun the ‘Viribus 
Unitus’ class battleships the Italian designers, 
versatile as ever, came up with the ‘Conte di 
Cavour’ class laid down in 1910: Conte di 
Cavour, Giulio Cesare and Leonardo da Vinci. 


speed of 


Top : Sacrificingarmament and 
protection for high speed — 
Italy’s Regina Elena (1907). 
Above : Enter the centreline 
triple turret mounting: Dante 
Alighieri (1913), Italy’s first 
Dreadnought and one of the 
most innovative of them all. 
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Italy’s Conte di Cavour (1915), 
showing her novel turret 
arrangement: forward twin 
12-inch turret superimposed 
over a triple 12-inch turret. 


These moved up to a unique compromise of 
midships and superimposed turret arrange- 
ments: triple 12-inch turrets forward, mid- 
ships and aft, with the fore and after turrets 
superimposed by a two-gun 12-inch turret — 
13 12-inch guns in all. 

Because of its murderous battleship losses 
in the recent war with Japan, no other navy 
in the world was better placed to take 
advantage of the Dreadnought revolution 
than that of Russia. All that was left was an 
assorted handful of pre-Dreadnought types 
which in no way constituted a balanced 
fleet. There were only three surviving Rus- 
sian pre-Dreadnoughts which had been 
completed after 1900: Tsesarevich (released 
from internment after the Russo-Japanese 
War), Slava (last of the ‘Suvorov’ class 
immolated at Tsushima) and the most 
famous Russian pre-Dreadnought of them 
all, Kniaz Potemkin, immortalised by Eisen- 
stein’s film Battleship Potemkin. After her 
crew had mutinied in the Revolution of 
June 1905, Potemkin had wandered irreso- 
lutely round the Black Sea before being 
interned at Constanza in Rumania. Return- 
ing to Russian service on 9 August 1906, 
St Pantaleimon’s Day, Potemkin was re- 
christened Pantaleimon. 

After the Revolution work was resumed 
on four pre-Dreadnoughts which had been 
laid down in 1903: Svatitoi Evstafı and 
Ioann Zlatoust (roughly equivalent to 
Britain’s ‘King Edward VIIs’) and Impera- 
tor Pavel I and Andrei Pervozannı, the latter 
pair, with their turreted 8-inch secondary 
armament, more reminiscent of the British 
‘Lord Nelsons’ than anything else. All four 
were finally completed in 1910, the year 
after the first four Russian Dreadnoughts 
had been laid down (all on the same day, 
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13 July). These were Gangut, Petropavlovsk, 
Sevastopol and Poltava, and they were 
intended to be the first stage of a massive 
fleet rebuilding programme lasting until 
1930. 

Given this grandiose long-term goal, it 
was all the more unfortunate that the ‘Gan- 
guts’ were such obvious copies of Italy’s 
experimental Dante Alighieri. They were 
armed with four triple 12-inch turrets 
dotted along a gangling 600 ft-long hull, 
instead of the superimposed arrangement 
being adopted by other navies. They also 
carried their secondary battery of 24 4'7- 
inch guns in single sponson mountings 
rather than twin turrets; and their un- 
necessary use of high-tension steel delayed 
their completion until 1914-15. The same 
gun arrangement was chosen for Russia’s 
next three Dreadnoughts: Imperatritsa 
Maria, Imperatritsa Ekaterina II and Im- 
perator Aleksandr III, laid down in 1911. 
All seven ships were powered by oil- 
burning turbines with the ‘Ganguts’, at 23 
knots, having a 2-knot speed advantage 
over the ‘Imperatritsa Marias’. 


By 1909 the British were paying the penalty 
for having initiated the Dreadnought build- 
ing-race with Germany in such haste. Their 
marvellous building capacity had given the 
Royal Navy an operational, all- Dreadnought 
battle squadron before Germany had more 
than one in service. But this had only been 
achieved by sticking to the original 10-gun 
layout, flawed as it was by the use of wing 
turrets, with a resultant delay in super- 
imposing turrets in the style pioneered by 
the Americans. To make matters more em- 
barrassing, foreign navies ordering Dread- 
noughts from British yards began to order 
battleships with at least nominal superiority 
to those being built for the Royal Navy. In 
1907, only a year after Dreadnought’s com- 
pletion, the Vickers’ yard at Barrow laid 
down two such ships for Brazil. These were 
Minas Geraes and Sao Paolo, with six twin 
12-inch turrets to the five mounted by 
British Dreadnoughts. Minas Geraes and 
Sao Paolo, briefly the most powerful battle- 
ships in the world, were a straightforward 
cross between Dreadnought and the 
American ‘South Carolinas’ — wing turrets 
and superimposed centreline turrets fore 
and aft. 

Britain began to move tentatively towards 
centreline armament and superimposed 
turrets with Neptune (laid down in January 
1909) and Colossus and Hercules (July 1909). 
These retained wing turrets, but the after 


pair of turrets was superimposed. The first 
all-centreline British Dreadnought was 
Orion, laid down in November 1909: for- 
ward and aft turret pairs superimposed, with 
a fifth turret abaft the funnel. Three sister- 
ships, Conqueror, Monarch and Thunderer, 
were laid down in April 1910. 

The ‘Orions’ again demonstrated the 
conservatism of British battleship design, 
especially its reluctance to experiment with 
multiple turret mountings to achieve heavier 
salvos per turret. They nevertheless marked 
the beginning of the ‘second generation’ of 
Dreadnoughts: onward and upward from 
the 12-inch gun to the 13:5-inch. Orion and 
Thunderer also served as test-beds for the 
new system of fire control: director firing, 
with all turrets obeying data passed from a 
central director instead of relying on the 
individual gunlayers. This was the brain- 
child of British naval gunnery’s tempera- 
mental genius, Admiral Sir Percy Scott — a 
man scarcely less controversial and certainly 
far more disliked than Fisher himself. Scott 
had to fight all the way against the inert 
conservatism of HMS Excellent, the Royal 
Navy’s gunnery school at Whale Island, 
before his idea was put to the test. On 13 
December 1912 a shoot was arranged on 
terms reminiscent of the tug-of-war be- 
tween Rartler and Alecto in 1845. Thunderer 
was fitted with an experimental director, 
Orion relied on gunlayers’ firing, and both 
ships were required to fire for three minutes 
at 9,000 yards’ range while steaming at 12 
knots. The result was a triumph for director 
firing, with Thunderer scoring six times as 
many hits as Orion. Even so, getting the new 
equipment into production was a painfully 
slow process and by the outbreak of war in 
August 1914 only eight British battleships 
had been fitted with directors for their main 
armament. 

The ‘Orions’ were the last class of British 


The Dreadnought Battleship, 1905-1914 


battleship laid down before Fisher left the 
Admiralty in 1910, but by then his work was 
done: the ‘building race’ with Germany had 
become a major public and political obses- 
sion and there could be no question of 
slackening the pace. The ‘Orions’ were 
followed by four slightly enlarged succes- 
sors, all laid down between January and 
March 1911: King George V, Centurion, 
Ajax and Audacious. The four ‘Iron Dukes’ 
laid down in 1912 — Benbow, Emperor of 
India, Iron Duke and Marlborough — expand- 
ed the ‘Orion’ formula still further, adding 
a powerful secondary battery of 6-inch guns 
in 12 single mountings. It had not been long 
before the original Dreadnought’s flyweight 
subsidiary armament of 24 12-pounders had 
been criticised as an inadequate answer to 
the torpedo-boat menace. All subsequent 
British battleship classes had featured a 
gradual return to a full secondary battery. 
The gun most favoured for this purpose, 
until the re-introduction of the 6-inch by 
the ‘Iron Dukes’, had been the 4-inch 
quick-firer. 


Viribus Unitis, at right of 
picture, joins the Austrian fleet 
in 1912 (pre-Dreadnought 
Zrinyi, of 911, at centre). 


Built at Vickers’, Barrow, for 
Brazil: the mighty Minas 
Geraes (12 12-inch guns) on 
trials in 1910. 
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The only ship of her class to have com- 
pleted trials and working-up by the summer 
of 1914, Iron Duke was inevitably chosen to 
be flagship of the British Grand Fleet, the 
most powerful British ‘super-Dreadnought’ 
afloat. But it was already known that the 
reign of the ‘Iron Dukes’ would be brief, for 
the first of the five splendid ‘Queen Eliza- 
beths’ — eight 15-inch guns, burning oil fuel 
only for the first time, designed for 24 knots 
— had already been launched, Queen Eliza- 
beth in October 1913 and Warspite in the 
following month. 

German Dreadnought development had 
inevitably followed the pace set by the 
British: content to emulate rather than 
innovate, and so avoid costly failures. After 
the ‘Westfalens’ came the ‘Helgolands’, 
laid down in 1908-09: Ostfriesland, Thiir- 
mgen, Helgoland and Oldenburg. These had 
the same basic design as the ‘Westfalens’ 
(two wing turrets on each side) but moved 
up from the 11-inch gun to the 12-inch. 
Superimposed turrets and all-centreline 
armament began to creep in with the 
‘Kaisers’, laid down in 1910: Kaiser, Prinz 
Regent Luitpold, König Albert, Kaiserin and 
Friederich der Grosse, trimmer versions of 
the British Neptune. The British ‘Orions’ 
were patiently matched by the ‘Königs’, 
laid down in 1911: Konig, Grosser Kurfürst, 
Markgrafand Kronprinz, though these ships 
retained the 12-inch gun and did not move 
up to 13:s-inch. Finally there came the 
German equivalents of the British ‘Queen 
Elizabeths’, the 15-inch gun ‘Bayerns’, the 
first two of which (Bayern and Baden) were 
also launched in 1913. 

Yet there was one vital difference between 
Britain's Dreadnoughts and their German 
counterparts. Fisher’s favourite dictum may 
have been ‘Speed is armour’, but his Ger- 
man rival, Grand-Admiral von Tirpitz, 
never modified his insistence on ‘unsinkable 
gun platforms’. When it came to providing 
the latter, German battleship designers had 
the easier task. Despite their new battle 


fleet’s grandiloquent title of Hochsee Flotte — 
the ‘High Seas Fleet’ — in the Imperial 
German Navy crews lived ashore in barracks 
and only manned their ships when a sortie 
was imminent. With German battleship 
design, internal protection in the form of 
watertight partitions and compartments 
came first; there was no need to incorporate 
open messdecks which must remain habit- 
able for weeks on end, as in the Royal Navy. 
And increasing German care with protec- 
tion was certainly reflected in the allocation 
of armour plate: 


Barbettes/ Control 
Ship Main belt turrets Decks tower 
R | J 
Dreadnought 11-4 in ll in 3-1-5 in — 
WESTFALEN 11:5-4 in Il in 4 in 12 in 
+ + + = 
St Vincent 10-5 ın 9-5 ın | 3-15 in — 
HELGOLAND 11:75-4 in ll in 3 in 12 in | 
—— — - — = 
Orion 12-8 in ll in | 4-lin ll in 
KAISER 13:75-7:75 in 11:75 in 3 in 13:75 in 
t + 
King George V 12-8 in ll in 4-1 in ll in 
KONIG 14-10 in l4 in +5 in l4 in 


By 1914 the term ‘Dreadnought’ was be- 
coming old hat; the new paragon was the 
‘super-Dreadnought’, a description com- 
monly used for any battleship with guns 
heavier than 12-inch, or with more than 
ten 12-inch guns. In its new incarnation, the 
battleship had become the most revered 
international military status symbol and was 
destined to remain so until the coming of the 
nuclear bomb 30 years later. Super-Dread- 
noughts were being ordered by every state 
with hopes of cutting a dash as a world sea 
power — Brazil, Argentina, Chile, Turkey — 
whether or not those states had a hope of 
paying for the ships when completed. 

Nearly all such customers applied for 
their wonder-warships to be built in Britain; 
and nothing says more for the dominance 
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Main belt and barbette turret 
armour distribution in Queer 
Elizabeth: main belt 13 16- 
inch, turrets 13 11-inch. 
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of the British shipbuilding industry in those 
years than the fact that Britain was able to 
supply all toreign needs while maintaining 
her lead in the battleship ‘building race’ 
with Germany. By 1914 Britain had 20 
completed Dreadnoughts and super-Dread- 
noughts to Germany’s 17. But those who 
had studied recent naval history knew that 
this gave Britain little cause for complacency. 
It was only nine years since the Japanese 
Navy had emerged as absolute victor over a 
fleet whose superiority in numbers had 
vanished within months. In 1914 the mine 
and the torpedo both remained a deadly 
threat to the mightiest super-Dreadnought 
atloat. 

Yet never from the start had the Dread- 
nought story been limited to battleships 
alone: it had thrown off an entirely new 
breed of heavy warship whose future was to 
develop in parallel with that of the battleship 
over the next 30 years. These new ships were 
considered a vital element in the Dread- 
nought battle fleets of both Britain and 
Germany. Fisher, their originator, exult- 
antly called them the ‘New ‘Testament 
ships’, fulfilling the ‘Old Testament’ pro- 
mise of the battleship: the battle-cruisers. 


Top : The super-Dreadnought 
HMS Erin, of ten 13:5-inch 
guns (built for Turkey as 
Reshadieh) in dry dock. The 
repair hulk alongside is the hull 
of the old ironclad Algiers 
(formerly Triumph). 

Above : How the inevitable 
clash of the battle fleets was 
popularly imagined before the 
First World War: the German 
High Seas Fleet in perfect 
visibility, steaming in line- 
ahead on battle manoeuvres 
with broadsides blazing. 
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‘THE INFLUENCE OF THE Russo-Japanese War 
was never more clearly shown than with the 
concept of the battle-cruiser. The British 
had taken the keenest interest in the Russo- 
Japanese naval conflict, with the Royal 
Navy’s Captain Pakenham observing the 
Battle of Tsushima from the vantage-point 
of Togo’s flagship Mikasa (in a deck chair 
out on the open quarterdeck, thereby 
gaining great ‘face’). Pakenham’s detailed 
reports on the battle described the way in 
which Togo had used his armoured cruiser 
squadron in close collaboration with the 
battleships, and the punishment from heavy 
Russian shells which the armoured cruisers 
had suffered during their sterling service in 
the action. The first battle-cruisers, laid 
down in Britain only nine months after 
Tsushima, were designed with the proven 
advantages and disadvantages of Togo’s 
armoured cruisers very much in mind. 
What the Dreadnought concept sought to 
do for the traditional role of the battleship, 
the battle-cruiser concept sought to do for 
the traditional role of the cruiser. 

As in the days of sail, when it had been 
carried out by frigates, the cruiser’s role was 
twofold. In peacetime, cruisers were the 
ideal ships of force with which to patrol the 
sea-lanes and generally ‘show the flag’; in 
wartime cruisers retained this role, on the 
lookout above all else for enemy surface 
raiders preying on commerce. But the 
cruiser’s other role, no less important, was 
to scout ahead of the battle fleet, searching 
out the enemy and keeping in touch for as 
long as possible, sending back information 
on the enemy’s numbers, types of ship in 
company, speed and heading. And the 
cruiser’s prerequisite was therefore speed, 
to keep out of trouble while gathering this 
vital information and passing it to the battle 
fleet. 

Armoured cruisers, as distinct from un- 
armoured ‘light’ and moderately-armoured 
or ‘protected’ cruisers, were developed 
specifically to prevent enemy cruiser scouts 
from doing their job, and to survive under 
enemy fire while pressing their own recon- 
naissance. Armoured cruisers carried the 
heaviest main armament (usually 8 g-inch) 
of any warship type other than battleships. 
Their average armoured protection was 
6-8 inches and their speed a clear 5 knots 
higher (at 21-23 knots) than the fastest 
battleships of the day. As we have seen in 
the case of USS Olympia (see p. 47) the 
armoured cruiser of the pre-Dreadnought 
era was virtually a fast, miniature battleship, 
and could certainly do a battleship’s job 
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in the straightforward role of bombarding 
shore targets. Until the matter was actually 
put to the test in the Russo-Japanese War, 
therefore, there was much debate over 
whether or not armoured cruisers could or 
should ‘take their place in the line’ with the 
battle fleet. 

Certainly the evidence of the Port Arthur 
and Tsushima campaigns yielded no clear- 
cut answers; it seemed that ‘what was gained 
on the roundabout was lost on the swings’. 
Armoured cruisers operating in company 
apart from the battleships, as in the Yellow 
Sea action, obviously had a vital role to play 
as the fast scouting wing of the battle fleet. 
On the other hand the same armoured 
cruisers, manoeuvring in the actual battle 
line at Tsushima, played a no less vital role 
in augmenting the fire-power of the battle- 
ships. Their manifest weakness was their 
vulnerability to heavy-calibre gunfire — yet 
if more armour were added to overcome 
this vulnerability, the armoured cruiser’s 
essential speed advantage would be lost. 

When within months of Tsushima 
Admiral Fisher was planning HMS Dread- 
nought, with her ‘all big-gun’ armament and 
speed of over 20 knots, he accepted that this 
combination would, once in widespread 
service, render the armoured cruiser wholly 
obsolete. What Fisher was nor prepared to 
sacrifice were the invaluable services which 
the armoured cruiser had proved itself 
capable of providing in action. It was to 
guarantee the continued provision of those 
services in the new Dreadnought era that 
the ‘battle-cruiser’ was conceived, with 
Fisher as its most enthusiastic champion. 

Described in simplest terms the battle- 
cruiser was a ‘super-cruiser’: the fastest 
heavy warship bar none, with the same 
speed advantage over the Dreadnought 
battleship that the armoured cruiser had 
enjoyed over the pre-Dreadnought battle- 
ship. The  battle-cruiser was given 
‘battleship-sized’ uniform armament, to 
overwhelm enemy cruisers at maximum 
range, to run down and annihilate the 
fastest enemy surface raider which tried to 
cut loose on the mercantile sea-lanes. And 
the battle-cruiser was allocated enough 
armoured protection to enable it to recon- 
noitre within gunnery range of the enemy 
battle fleet, further than any armoured 
cruiser had dared to venture. With a squad- 
ron of battle-cruisers in company, a Dread- 
nought battle fleet would indeed be able to 
‘Fear God and Dread Nought’. 

Such was the battle-cruiser, in Fisher’s 
dreams — yet the type was always a warship 


Previous pages : First of the 
new breed - Britain’s HMS 
Invincible (1908), unloaded and 
riding high in the water. 


more of the heart than of the head. Its blend 
of speed, dash and hitting-power over- 
whelmed the senses, all too easily obscuring 
its biggest design flaw: lightness of armour 
to guarantee speed. ‘Speed is armour!’ 
Fisher grandly proclaimed — but speed is not 
armour. As First Lord of the Admiralty 
(1911-15) Winston Churchill enthusiasti- 
cally called the Royal Navy’s battle-cruiser 
fleet an ‘incomparable command’. The grim 
combat experience of the First World War 
had revealed the truth of the matter by the 
time Churchill came to write The World 
Crisis in 1930: 


To put the value of a first-class battleship into 
a vessel which cannot stand the pounding of a 
heavy action is a false policy. It is far better to 
spend the extra money and have what you 
really want. The battle-cruiser, in other words, 
should be superseded by the fast battleship, 
ie fast strongest ship, in spite of her cost. 


But the truth of the matter still lay concealed 
when the first three battle-cruisers were 
laid down at the beginning of the Dread- 
nought era in 1906. 


The first three battle-cruisers were HMS 
Invincible, Indomitable and Inflexible, laid 
down in February-April 1906 and com- 
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pleted in 1908. Their designer, Sir Philip 
Watts, had been required to produce a 
25-knot warship capable of mounting eight 
12-inch guns and standing up to 12-inch 
shellfire at a range of 9,000 yards. The first 
two conditions were met, the ‘Invincibles’ 
having the same wing-turret 12-inch ar- 
rangement as Dreadnought and four-shaft 
turbines; but armoured protection was a 
more doubtful matter. It has never been 
safe to assume that warships will always 
fight at an arbitrary range fixed on at design 
stage, and at Tsushima ships had engaged 
at ranges over 9,000 yards, when all but the 
most heavily armoured warships are vulner- 
able to plunging shellfire. The ‘Invincibles’ 
owed their speed to undeniable economy in 
armoured protection: 6-inch belt, 2}-1- 
inch decks, and only 7 inches on the turrets 
where contemporary Dreadnoughts had 
11 inches. 

The most serious hidden fault, not ex- 


posed before the battle experience of the 
First World War, was the failure to prevent 
a cordite flash in the turret from travelling 
down the turret shaft to explode the massed 
cordite charges in the magazine. And the 
Royal Navy’s treatment of cordite was 
amazingly casual. One of Britain’s greatest 
exponents of naval gunnery, Admiral of the 


Massive bow waves and dense 
drifts of black funnel smoke: 
British battle-cruisers 
Indomitable and Inflexible push 
for their top speed of 25 knots. 
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German reply to the new 
British challenge: the 
excellently protected (9}-inch 
maximum armour) battle- 
cruiser Von der Tann (1910). 
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Fleet Lord Fraser of North Cape, recalled 
in later life that when he was completing his 
Long Gunnery Course at HMS Excellent 
in 1912 there had been little or no instruc- 
tion on the touchiness of cordite. On one 
occasion Fraser was conducted round a 
magazine packed with cordite charges, by 
the light or a naked candle; on another he 
watched in disbelief while cordite charges 
were dried in front of a galley fire. Nor did 
the British protect their cordite charges in 
brass canisters, as the Germans did: they 
used silk bags instead. 

The rapid completion of the three ‘In- 
vincibles’ gave Britain a comfortable early 
lead in battle-cruiser construction, and this 
was extended by ‘leaking’ the false informa- 
tion that their main armament would be no 
heavier than 9:2-inch, then the heaviest 
gun carried by conventional armoured 
cruisers. Misled by this, German designers 
produced the armoured cruiser Blücher, 
completed in 1909, with 12 8:-2-inch guns. 
But they more than atoned for this initial 
error with Von der Tann, the first true 
German battle-cruiser, laid down in March 
1908 and completed in September 1910. 
Von der Tann was only marginally slower 
than the ‘Invincibles’ (24:8 knots), and was 
in fact the first turbine-powered German 


capital ship. Armed with eight 11-inch guns, 


she aped the Dreadnought-style turret 
arrangement with midships turrets out on 
the beam. But Von der Tann’s armoured 
protection was greatly superior to that of 
the ‘Invincibles’: 9:5-4-inch belt, 2:5-inch 
decks, and 9 inches on the turrets. This 
protection was very well distributed, especi- 
ally below the waterline, and Von der Tann’s 
9) extra feet across the beam also made 
her a steadier gun platform than the 
‘Invincibles’. 

There were political objections to adding 
three more British battle-cruisers to the 
1908 Naval Estimates, and costs were 
kept down by duplicating all the essential 
features of the ‘Invincibles’. In the event 
only one new battle-cruiser was sanctioned: 
Indefatigable, with New Zealand and Aus- 
trala paid for by the Dominions whose 
name they bore. Indefatigable was laid down 
in February 1909 and completed in February 
1911. Both Australia and New Zealand were 
laid down in June 1910 and completed in 
1912-13. 

Germany’s next two battle-cruisers were 
Moltke and Goeben, laid down in December 
1908 and December 1910 respectively and 
completed in 1911 and 1912. Unlike the 
British ‘Indefatigables’ they were a definite 


More muscle for the British 
battle-cruiser fleet, but paid for 
with Dominion taxpayers’ 

cash: the bleak silhouette of 
the ‘Indefatigable’ class New 
Zealand (1912). 

Below : New Zealana’s 

forward turret. 
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Enlarged versions of Von der 
Tann : Germany’s Moltke 
(above) and Goeben (below), 
with maximum armoured 
protection raised to 11 inches 
on the belt. 


improvement on their predecessors, especi- 
ally in armour and watertight compart- 
mentation. Their belt armour was raised to 
II inches (nearly double that of the six 
British battle-cruisers) and their turret 
armour to Io inches, all without dropping 
below the 25-knot speed level. The worst 
fault of the German battle-cruisers was their 
low freeboard, making them extremely ‘wet’ 
ships at high speed. This fault was tackled 
in the altered design of the ‘one-off Seydlitz, 
laid down in February 1911 and completed 
in May 1913, which was given a raised fore- 
castle. Ton for ton her protection, both 
external and internal, was second to none; 
her armour alone amounted to 31 per cent of 
her total tonnage displacement. 

It was a very different story with the next 
three British battle-cruisers, which were 
designed to emulate the increased fire-power 
of the ‘Orion’ class battleships. These were 
Lion, Princess Royal and Queen Mary, which 
had the centreline 13—5-inch turret arrange- 
ment of the ‘Orions’ with a central ‘Q’ 
turret amidships. All existing restrictions 
on battle-cruiser dimensions and tonnage 
were abandoned to produce the 27 knots 
delivered by the ‘Lions’: 


Ship Orion Lion 

Loaded displacement 25,870 tons 29,680 tons 
Length 545 ft |; 660 ft 

Beam 88 ft 88:5 ft | 
Draught 28:75 ft 28:83 ft 
Horsepower 27,000 hp 70,000 hp 
Speed | 21 knots 27 knots 
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Yet the maximum armour thickness in the 
‘Lions’, belt armour and turrets, was only 
g inches and the armour of the ‘Lions’ 
accounted for only 23 per cent of the total 
tonnage displacement, against the 31 per 
cent in Seydlitz. Amid the general marvel- 
ling over the superlative size, speed and 
grace of the ‘Lions’, this ominous fact 


received little attention. 

Germany’s next battle-cruisers were 
Derfflinger and Lutzow, laid down in 1912, 
followed by Hindenburg in 1913. These 
were the last three battle-cruisers com- 
pleted for the Imperial German Navy and 
as usual they were admirably protected 
within and without. Though the ‘Lions’ 
had a marginal advantage in speed and a 
higher freeboard the ‘Derfflingers’ were the 
steadier gun-platforms, being 7 feet broader 
in the beam. They were handsome ships, 
with eight 12-inch guns in superimposed 
twin turrets fore and aft. 


Thus by 1912 the only two navies to have 
built separate battle-cruiser squadrons were 
those of Britain and Germany. Though the 
new ships had naturally been closely studied 
by all sea powers of the ‘Dreadnought 
league’, the Austrian, French and Italian 
navies were still concentrating on bringing 
in their first Dreadnought battleships and 
did not build battle-cruisers. As with 
battleships, Britain ap- 


Dreadnought 
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Above : Arguably the toughest 
of all ‘first generation’ battle- 
cruisers: Germany’s Seydlitz. 
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parently had a commanding lead in battle- 
cruisers by the end of 1912, with five ships 
completed (Invincible, Inflexible, Indomit- 
able, Indefatigable and New Zealand) to 
Germany’s three (Von der Tann, Moltke and 
Goeben). Britain’s advantage in numbers was 
reinforced by superior battle-cruiser fire- 
power, with 12-inch guns against 11-inch 
in the completed battle-cruisers and 13:5- 
inch against 12-inch in the ships approach- 
ing completion. But of the two battle- 
cruiser navies it was the German, not the 
British, which had managed to achieve 
adequate protection without sacrificing 
speed. This meant that the German Navy, 
in the course of its ‘building race’ with the 
British, had come closest to producing 
battle-cruisers which were really fast battle- 
ships, which by the end of 1912 had already 
emerged as the latest phenomenon. 

In 1911 the United States Navy had 
laid down Texas and New York (BBs 34 and 
35), the first 20-knot Dreadnought battle- 
ships armed with 14-inch guns. But in the 
preceding year Japan had ordered a new 
battle-cruiser from Britain which, to the 
profound embarrassment of her builders, 
clearly outclassed any British battleship or 
battle-cruiser built or building. This was 
Kongo, nominally a 27:5-knot battle-cruiser 
with maximum armoured protection of 9 
inches, but armed with eight 14-inch guns 
in centreline twin turrets. Kongo was laid 
down at the Vickers’ yard, Barrow in January 
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1911 and launched in May 1912, by which 
time three sister-ships (Hier, Haruna and 
Kirishima) were already building in Japan. 

Britain could obviously count herself 
extremely lucky that it was her ally Japan 
which had come up with Kongo and not 
Germany; her 14-inch armament trumped 
the latest British move up to 13:5-inch and 
made energetic counter-moves essential. 
The first of these was to overhaul the design 
of the ‘Lion’ class battle-cruisers, so clearly 
outclassed by Kongo. The result was Tiger, 
laid down in June 1912 a month after Kongo 
was launched at Barrow. Tiger was given 
the same turret arrangement as Kongo, with 
the awkward midships ‘Q’ turret moved aft, 
and a clear knot of superior speed (28-29 
knots). But Tiger was never seen as more 
than a stop-gap. Britain’s Naval Programme 
for 1912 ordered the creation of an entirely 
novel ‘Fast Squadron’ to be armed not with 
14-inch but 15-inch guns. Already referred 
to on page 78, the first of these ships, Queen 
Elizabeth and Warspite, were laid down tour 
months after Tiger (October 1912); Valiant, 
Barham and Malaya were laid down in 1913 
and a sixth ship of the same class, Agincourt, 
was cancelled in 1914. With their 13-inch 
armour, eight 15-inch guns in superimposed 
twin turrets fore and aft, and speed of 24 
knots, the ‘Queen Elizabeths’ were the first 
true fast battleships. 

The only other Dreadnought navies to 
react so energetically to the new standards 


Top left : What Churchill called 
the ‘splendid cats’ at sea: 
British battle-cruiser squadron 
in III. 

Above : The ship which stood 
the whole battle-cruiser 
concept on its head by heralding 
the fast battleship: Japan’s 
British-built Kongo (eight 
14-inch guns, 27) knots) on 
trials in 1913. 


set by the United States and Japan were 
those of Russia and Germany. To counter 
the four Japanese ‘Kongos’, the Russians 
laid down four ‘Borodino’ class battle- 
cruisers on 19 December 1912. These 
adopted the three-gun turret introduced for 
the ‘Gangut’ and ‘Imperatritsa Maria’ class 
battleships, but with 14-inch instead of 12- 
inch guns. The turret arrangement was 
the same as that used in the ‘Ganguts’ — but 
the armour was increased to 12 inches and 
the speed to 26:5 knots, which would have 
made the ‘Borodinos’ fast battleships rather 
than battle-cruisers. All four were launched 
in 1915-16, but work on them had been 
stopped before the Revolution of 1917. 
The German reaction was determined by 
confidence in the protection built in to the 
existing battle-cruisers, which made it un- 
necessary to build a rival fast battleship 
squadron in emulation of Britain’s ‘Queen 
Elizabeths’. The German ‘Bayern’ class 
battleships (of which the first two were 
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Bayern and Baden) were therefore not en- 
visaged as a rival ‘fast squadron’ but as the 
first stage in giving the German battle fleet 
15-inch fire-power. 

By the outbreak of the First World War 
in August 1914, Britain already had nine 
battle-cruisers in service to Germany’s four. 
It had, however, taken barely six years to 
recognise that Fisher’s original battle- 
cruiser format had been seriously flawed. 
In its primary role as ‘super-scout’ for the 
battle fleet, there was clearly little in the 
battle-cruiser’s repertoire which could not 
be more securely performed by the fast 
battleship. On the other hand the battle- 
cruiser still had the advantage of speed, and 
remained the world’s fastest heavy warship; 
the battle-cruiser was clearly unsurpassed 
in the role of commerce protection against 
enemy surface raiders. All that remained 
was the test of battle, to prove or disprove 
the theoretical advantage of superior speed 
and fire-power over inferior protection. 
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Previous pages : Fast battleships 
of the British 5th Battle 
Squadron - Valiant, led by 
Malaya and Barham. All three 
were to give sterling service in 
two world wars. 

Below : Rival flagships of the 
British Grand Fleet and 
German High Seas Fleet — 
HMS Iron Duke and (bottom) 
the ‘Kaiser’ class Friedrich der 
Grosse. 
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ON THE OUTBREAK OF WAR in August 1914, 
emergency measures taken in Britain imme- 
diately altered the balance of capital ships 
further in Britain’s favour. This was 
brought about by the seizure or purchase of 
battleships which had been ordered by 
foreign powers, and which were approach- 
ing completion. 

On Clydebank there was the splendid 
Almirante Latorre, laid down for Chile in 
November 1911: a lengthened copy of Iron 
Duke, but with ten 14-inch guns instead of 
13°5-inch. She was purchased for the Royal 
Navy after work had been suspended on the 
outbreak of war, and eventually joined the 
British Grand Fleet as Canada in the 
autumn of 1915. (Britain was also given the 
option of buying her sister-ship Almirante 
Cochrane, laid down in 1913; but the option 
was not taken up before 1917, and then only 
to complete Almirante Cochrane as the 
aircraft-carrier HMS Eagle.) 

Given the pro-German regime of Turkey, 
the two super-Dreadnoughts being com- 
pleted for that country were a very different 
matter. Reshadieh was a superb ship, an 


improved ‘King George V’ with ten 13°5- 
inch guns. Though certainly awe-inspiring, 
Sultan Osman I was arguably the weirdest 
prodigy thrown up by the international 
Dreadnought mania of the past five years. 
She had been ordered by Brazil in 1911 as 
Rio de faneiro but purchased by Turkey in 
January 1914, and she was the result of the 
Brazilian obsession to own the battleship 
with the world’s biggest broadside. And so 
she did: no less than 14 12-inch guns in 
seven centreline turrets, with 20 6-inch 
guns in her secondary battery. But it would 
have made no sense to have handed 
Reshadieh and Sultan Osman I to customers 
who, considering the imminence of war by 
the end of July 1914, could well be using 
their purchases against the manufacturers 
within weeks. As Churchill put it in The 
World Crisis, “The Turkish battleships 
were vital for us. With a margin of only 
seven Dreadnoughts [over Germany] we 
could not afford to do without these fine 
ships.” On 2 August 1914 both ships were 
occupied at bayonet point as they lay waiting 
for their Turkish crews to take possession. 
Both were rapidly completed for Royal 
Naval Service, Reshadieh as HMS Erin and 
Sultan Osman I as HMS Agincourt. 
Though Turkey remained neutral for 
another two months, the British take-over 
of her fine new ships had immediate and 
dramatic results in the Mediterranean, 
where the British Admiralty was hoping to 
open the war with a crushing battle-cruiser 
victory. For the past 18 months the German 
battle-cruiser Goeben with the light cruiser 
Breslau in company had been showing the 
flag, commanded since October 1913 by 
Rear-Admiral Wilhelm Souchon. Goeben’s 
presence had resulted in three British 
battle-cruisers, Indefatigable, Indomitable 
and Inflexible, being sent out to the Medi- 
terranean Fleet, which also had four ar- 
moured cruisers, four light cruisers and 16 
destroyers. Based in the central Mediterra- 
nean, on Malta, the British were therefore 
well placed to intercept Goeben whether 
she tried to break up the Adriatic to the 
Austrian fleet base at Pola, or came west to 
try accounts with the French in the 
western Mediterranean. In fact she came 
west, and the first shots in the naval war of 
1914-18 were fired in the early hours of 
4 August when Goeben bombarded the 
French Algerian port of Philippeville with 
I§ 11-inch rounds. As Goeben headed east 
for a pre-arranged rendezvous with Breslau, 
Indefatigable and Indomitable sighted her 
just after 10.30 hours the same morning. 
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The British Admiral Milne was, how- 
ever, restrained from immediate action on 
two counts. This was the first war in which 
radio communications made it possible for 
politicians to interfere with naval com- 
manders at sea, and the last in which the 
combatant powers observed the diplomatic 
niceties down to the last minutes of peace. 
When Goeben was sighted Germany and 
France were technically at war, but the 
ensuing British ultimatum to Germany 
still had 135 hours to run. Milne was there- 
fore ordered to shadow Goeben but not 
attack until the ultimatum ran out at mid- 
night, and the result was a long and exhaust- 
ing chase through the afternoon. By 16.36 
Goeben, the newest of the three battle- 
cruisers, had run out of sight of her pur- 
suers, though only by straining her boilers 
to the verge of catastrophe and killing four 
of her stokers from scalds and burns. 

Though humiliating for the British, 
Goeben’s escape need have been only tem- 
porary and Milne had plenty of chances 
still to intercept and engage; he had Rear- 
Admiral Troubridge patrolling the mouth 
of the Adriatic with four armoured cruisers, 
and for the moment Goeben’s need to 
replenish coal was as urgent as in the British 
battle-cruisers. (The first of Fisher’s ‘New 


Testament ships’ still relied predominantly 
on ‘Old Testament’ coal.) Souchon coaled 
at Messina (5-6 August), Milne at Malta. 
Unfortunately Milne had no idea that 
Souchon was already under orders to head 
for Constantinople; Goeben was to be 
placed at Turkey’s disposal in atonement 
for the treacherous British seizure of Resha- 
dieh and Sultan Osman I. Milne was given 
no clue to this effect by the British Admi- 
ralty, but he was ordered not to risk driving 
neutral Italy into the German camp by 
heading into Italian territorial waters. 

The last real chance of bringing Goeben to 
action was lost in the early hours of 7 August, 
when Troubridge declined to intercept her 
with his four armoured cruisers — believing 
that Goeben could out-gun the lot of them. 
In fact the 9:2-inch, 7:s-inch and 6-inch 
guns of the armoured cruisers could have 
thrown a combined broadside of 8,680 lb, 
against the 6,870-lb combined broadside of 
Goeben and Breslau — if they lived long 
enough to reach optimum range, which the 
experience of Tsushima suggested was un- 
likely. Agonising though it was, Trou- 
bridge’s decision not to fight was certainly 
understandable by the standards of 1914. 
Not before the Battle of the River Plate (13 
December 1939) did a well-handled light 


HMS Agincourt, with her 
record-breaking broadside of 
14 12-inch guns, leads the 
Grand Fleet’s 4th Battle 
Squadron. Built as Rio de 
Janeiro for Brazil, she was 
purchased by Turkey and 
completed as Sultan Osman I 
and taken over by the British in 
August 1914. Her nickname in 
British service was “Gin Palace”. 
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Frustrated by the diplomatic 
niceties at the outbreak of the 
war — British battle-cruisers 
Indefatigable (left) and 
Indomitable (right). 

Below : Goeben, their elusive 
German quarry. 
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cruiser force, operating in two divisions to 
split the enemy’s fire, dare take on a ‘super- 
cruiser’ armed with battleship-sized guns. 
Goeben was therefore allowed to steam on to 
Constantinople, passing the Dardanelles on 
the evening of Io August. There, trans- 
ferred to Turkish service as Yavuz Sultan 
Selim, the only German capital ship to serve 
outside the North Sea theatre in the First 
World War hampered Allied naval planning 
in the Black Sea and eastern Mediterranean 
for the next four years. 

The humiliation of the British battle- 
cruisers in the Mediterranean was wiped 
out a fortnight later by the Battle of the 
Heligoland Bight. This action was brought 
about by the British penetration of the 
Bight with two light cruisers and two 
destroyer flotillas. Their mission was to 
curtail the German destroyer patrols in the 
Bight which, as reported by British sub- 
marines, had become routine by the last 
week of August. But when the British war- 
ships entered the Bight on 28 August they 
were promptly ‘jumped’ by a much larger 
German force, which concentrated six 
German light cruisers against two British. 
Another British humiliation seemed in- 
evitable until Vice-Admiral Sir David 
Beatty, sent south from the Humber with 
the battle-cruisers Lion, Princess Royal, 
Queen Mary, Invincible and New Zealand, 
made the decision to intervene. He did this 
in complete ignorance of the possible 
whereabouts of German minefields, sub- 
marines, or even of heavy units of the 
German battle fleet, knowing full well that 
he was risking his superb force for a minor 
tactical objective. But the gamble came off. 
The battered British light forces withdrew 
without losing a single ship, while the 
German light cruisers Ariadne and Koln 
were shattered and quickly sunk by the 
battle-cruisers’ 12-inch and 13:5-inch 
shells. A third German light cruiser, Mainz, 
was sunk by the light cruisers and destroy- 
ers, and three others were sent limping back 
to Wilhelmshaven with severe damage. 

Though won against the flimsiest oppo- 
sition, the Heligoland Bight victory was a 
heartening fillip to British morale at a 
moment when the German Army was 
marching full-tilt on Paris and the British 
Expeditionary Force retreating from Mons. 
But there were to be no more such gambles. 
Beatty’s battle-cruiser fleet had not been 
built to play Russian roulette amid German 
minefields, and the main characteristic of 
the British Grand Fleet in the first months 
of the war was growing awareness of its 
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weakness, not strength. The Dreadnought 
fleet had been built at breakneck speed and 
the short-term need to provide money for 
the new ships had eclipsed a no less urgent 
long-term need. This was the provision of 
secure bases from which the fleet would 
operate in time of war. No such bases had 
been provided for the Grand Fleet by the 
outbreak of the First World War and they 
did not take shape until the middle of 1915: 
at Scapa Flow in the Orkneys for the battle 
fleet and at Rosyth on the Firth of Forth for 
Beatty’s battle-cruisers. The Russian fleet 
in Port Arthur, ten years before, had 
actually been better protected than was 
Admiral Sir John Jellicoe’s Grand Fleet in 
I914-15. 

As a result the world’s strongest battle 
fleet was, for the first six months of the war, 
subject to panicky withdrawals from its war 
station, brought about by fears of torpedo 
attack and minefields laid by German sub- 
marines. The Grand Fleet’s U-boat neuro- 
sis was implanted by the sobering discovery, 
in the very first week of the war, that U- 
boats could reach Scapa Flow. On 8 August 
the Grand Fleet’s 2nd Battle Squadron was 
sighted out at sea off Fair Isle, midway 
between the Shetlands and Orkneys, by two 
U-boats — and the ‘Orion’ class Monarch 
had a narrow escape from a torpedo fired at 
her. One of the culprits, U-15, was rammed 
and sunk by the light cruiser Birmingham 
on the following day; but the psychological 
damage had been done. The British could 
not know, and were never to learn until after 
the war, that German Naval Intelligence 
had not the slightest suspicion of Scapa 
Flow’s nakedness at the outbreak of war in 
1914. Nor did German Naval Intelligence 
learn — though timely air reconnaissance by 
its Zeppelin airships would have unmasked 
it — of the humiliating panic which swept 
the Grand Fleet on 1 September 1914. 

The cause of the trouble was most prob- 
ably an innocent seal poking its head out of 
the water — but whatever it was, it was 
reported as a submarine periscope, and the 
Grand Fleet rushed for the safety of the 
open sea. For the next four days — while the 
outcome of the war hung in the balance 
with the approach of the First Battle of the 
Marne — the Grand Fleet hovered uncer- 
tainly at sea before Admiral Jellicoe with- 
drew its main body to Loch Ewe on the 
west coast of Scotland — and kept it there 
until 22 September. But the German High 
Seas Fleet did not sortie to sever Britain’s 
supply-channel across the Dover Narrows. 
If Jellicoe was hag-ridden by fears of losing 


The first Dreadnought casualty 
of the First World War: ‘King 
George V’ class HMS 
Audacious sinking 

after being mined off Northern 
Ireland on 27 October 1914. 
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the Grand Fleet's slender superiority, simi- 
lar fears existed in Germany. Untimely 
German battleship losses would only render 
Britain's battleship superiority absolute. 
Thus the opening month of the First 
World War confirmed a basic lesson learned 
in the Russo-Japanese conflict ten years 
before. Contrary to outward appearances 
and public expectation, mere superiority in 
battleships, the supreme goal of the past 
decade, now seemed illusory and danger- 
ously fragile. The mine and the submarine 
presented the strongest Dreadnought battle 
fleet with even greater dangers than fireships 
had presented to the wooden sailing battle- 
ships of old. And the reality behind the 
mine/submarine fear was soon revealed. 
The light cruiser Pathfinder was torpedoed 
and sunk by U-2r on § September, and the 
old cruisers Aboukir, Hogue and Cressy were 
sunk in a single hour by U-9 on the 22nd. 
The first British Dreadnought lost in the 
war was the ‘King George V” class Auda- 
cious, sunk (very largely because of inad- 
equate internal protection and damage 
control facilities) after striking a mine on 
27 October. Only ten days after this disaster 
another false U-boat panic convulsed the 
Scapa Flow anchorage, followed by a second 
tactical withdrawal of the Grand Fleet by 


Jellicoe — this time 300 miles south-east to 
Lough Swilly on the Northern Irish coast. 
It seemed to many that the traditional 


assessment of naval supremacy by the 
strength of battle fleets had been rendered 
virtually meaningless by the new weapons. 
“We are hunted about the sea’, lamented an 
officer in Beatty’s flagship Lion, ‘and have 
nowhere we can rest.’ 

Only time would show that this was not 
the case — time, and the eventual conversion 
of Scapa Flow and Rosyth into truly secure 
bases. The American naval historian Alfred 
Thayer Mahan, who died in December 
1914, had revealed the potency of the ‘fleet 
in being’ — the ability of a weaker fleet to 
immobilise, by its very existence, a stronger 
enemy. The doctrine of the ‘fleet in being’ 
applied just as much to stronger fleets as to 
weaker enemies, and until the Grand Fleet 
and its battle-cruiser arm had been given 
secure bases from which to operate, Jelli- 
coe’s caution was fully justified. It was not 
exploited by the German High Seas Fleet 
because the Kaiser, daunted by the British 
battle-cruiser foray into Heligoland Bight 
on 28 August, ignored the urgings of Tir- 
pitz and issued strict orders that the German 
fleet was not to be unnecessarily exposed. 

During this initial phase of mutual 
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Das deutsche Südsee - Geschwader. 


Top : Shattered by the British 
battle-cruisers at the Falklands 
—the armoured cruiser 
Scharnhorst, Spee’s flagship. 
Above : German memorial 
montage of Spee and his 
‘South Seas Squadron’. 
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caution, there was plenty of naval activity 
outside the North Sea war zone in August- 
December 1914. Unlike the Second World 
War, the First was a global conflict right 
from the start, with the British, French, 
Russian and Japanese naval allies hunting 
German raiding cruisers in Indian and 
Pacific waters. The German aim was to 
disrupt the Allied attempts to ship colonial 
troops from the Orient and Pacific to the 
cockpit of the war in France. The biggest 
menace was Vice-Admiral Graf von Spee’s 
cruiser squadron (two armoured and three 
light cruisers) based on the Chinese treaty 
port of Tsingtau, which put to sea on the 
outbreak of war. After detaching the light 
cruiser Emden to pursuc an outstandingly 
successful lone war cruise in Indian waters, 
Spee’s force set off south-east across the 
Pacific. The Allies sought to catch him with 
a scatter of dispositions including pre- 
Dreadnought battleships sent out from 
home and the new battle-cruiser Australia, 
which began the war as flagship of the 
Australian Navy. Spee not only eluded the 


lot but was reinforced by the light cruiser 
Dresden, and on 1 November 1914 crushed 
a motley British cruiser force under Rear- 
Admiral Cradock off Coronel on the Chilean 
coast. This disaster, the first British naval 
defeat in more than a century, caused 
consternation in Whitehall because Cradock 
was supposed to be operating with the pre- 
Dreadnought Canopus in company. But 
Cradock had been mistakenly informed 
that Canopus was capable of no more than 
12 knots, and had pushed forward to bring 
Spee to action without the dubious assist- 
ance of the old battleship. 

The British Admiralty’s reaction was to 
detach the battle-cruisers Invincible and 
Inflexible from the Grand Fleet and rush 
them out to the South Atlantic to liquidate 
Spee’s force. Canopus was ordered to be 
immobilised in Port Stanley to help beat off 
the attack on the British Falkland Islands 
which Spee, with the Pacific closed to him 
by the Allied hunting groups closing in 
from the west, was expected to make. Vice- 
Admiral Sir Doveton Sturdee arrived at 


Port Stanley with Invincible and Inflexible 
on the morning of 7 December. The British 
ships were still coaling after their long 
voyage when, at 07.50 hours on the follow- 
ing morning, Spee’s scouts were sighted 
from a lookout post on Sapper Hill. Very 
luckily for the British, Spee had not arrived 
off the Falklands with a fully concentrated 
force — otherwise he could have commanded 
the harbour exit and concentrated his fire 
on each British warship as it came out. Nor 
had Spee been given the slightest warning 
that British battle-cruisers were anywhere 
closer to him than the Mediterranean. 
These considerations, plus the fact that 
over an hour passed before German look- 
outs got their first sight of Dreadnought- 
type tripod masts in Stanley, gave Sturdee 
the time to break off coaling and raise steam 
for sea. 

The Battle of the Falkland Islands was 
opened at 09.20 by Canopus while the 
armoured cruiser Gneisenau and light 
cruiser Nurnberg were still carrying out 
their reconnaissance of Stanley. Canopus 
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opened fire at 11,500 yards with her two 
12-inch turrets. She had been preparing for 
a practice shot that morning — and thereby 
hung a tale: 


The after turret’s crew, in order to get one up 
on their deadly rivals in the fore turret, crept 
out privily by night and loaded with practice 
shell. Next morning they found it was a real 
battle and there was no time to unload. The 
result of this naughtiness was very interesting; 
the Gneisenau was well outside our extreme 
range, and live shell from my turret, the fore 
turret, burst on impact with the water, while 
those from the after turret ricochetted and one 
of them scored a hit. 


Apart from being a revealing sidelight on 
pre-Dreadnought gunnery ethics, the inci- 
dent caused Spee to abandon his planned 
bombardment of Stanley and run from 
what he still believed to be a battle squad- 
ron, from which he had every chance of 
escaping. It was not until 11.00 that Spee 
realised the truth: that he was being chased 
by a pair of battle-cruisers which, with their 
5-knot speed advantage, were bound to 


= 


Wyllie’s painting of the British 
battle-cruisers in action at the 


Falklands. The long range 


proved especially testing and 
did not reflect well on British 


gunnery; it took a combined 
total of 1,174 rounds to sink 
Scharnhorst and Gneisenau. 
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By far the filthiest job in the 
pre-oil fuel era: the grimy 
ordeal of coaling ship. 
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overhaul him by early afternoon. Inflexible 
and Invincible opened fire at extreme range 
(16,500 yards) just before 12.50. By this 
time Spee was running on a course allowing 
only two 12-inch turrets per ship to bear on 
him and had also, in time-honoured style, 
seized the more advantageous wind gauge. 
This was not the weather gauge, as in the 
days of sail, but the lee, guaranteeing that the 
British range-tankers and gunlayers (neither 
battle-cruisers was fitted for director firing) 
would experience maximum difficulty from 
their own funnel and cordite smoke. As 
soon as the battle-cruisers began to get the 
range (about 13.20) Spee bravely ordered 
his light cruisers Leipzig, Nurnberg and 
Dresden to break away and try to escape, 
while he engaged the battle-cruisers with 
the armoured cruisers Scharnhorst and 
Gneisenau. 

Sturdee’s most urgent mission was to 
destroy Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, the 
crack gunnery ships of the Imperial German 
Navy — and to do it quickly and painlessly 
so that Invincible and Inflexible could return 
to service with the Grand Fleet. This meant 
avoiding damage from the formidable bat- 
teries of the German armoured cruisers — 
eight 82-inch guns and six s:9-inch guns 
per ship. These scored no less than 22 hits 


on Sturdee’s flagship Invincible, which 
speaks volumes for the excellence of Ger- 
man gunnery in Spee’s squadron and his 
momentary success in closing the range on 
his massive pursuers. 

Sturdee held all the trumps in fire-power 
and superior speed, and had the sense not to 
throw them away by playing the enemy’s 
game. But his repeated manoeuvring to Keep 
the range as long as possible, cancelling 
Spee’s gallant efforts to get in close, meant 
that the inevitable destruction of Scharn- 
horst and Gneisenau took a very long time. 
It was further protracted by the bravery 
with which the Germans fought their ships 
to the last. Scharnhorst rolled over and sank 
at 16.17 but Gnersenau fought on until 18.00, 
when she was scuttled on her captain’s 
orders. Both Spee and Captain Maerker of 
Gneisenau were lost with their ships; there 
were no survivors from Scharnhorst, and 
only 190 out of Grneisenau’s complement of 
850. Sturdee’s victory was rounded out by 
the sinking of Nürnberg by the cruiser Kent 
(at 19.27) and of Leipzig by the cruisers 
Cornwall and Glasgow (at 20.35). Only 
Dresden escaped the slaughter, to court 
internment in Chile and be scuttled three 
months later (14 March 1915) after being 
run to earth by Kent and Glasgow. 


Sturdee had won his battle in resounding 
style and avenged the humiliation of Coro- 
nel, but he was lucky that there were no 
other heavy German cruisers at large. 
Though German gunnery had been superb 
throughout the action, the British battle- 
cruisers had fired off most of their 12-inch 
ammunition, nearly 600 rounds per ship — 
not the best of omens for the longed-for 
clash with the High Seas Fleet. Though the 
Admiralty made the most of the undeniable 
problems besetting Sturdee’s gunners 
throughout the Falklands battle — smoke, 
the long range, and the energetic ship 
manoeuvres — these were not a complete 
excuse for the indifferent British heavy- 
calibre gunnery practice. Improved accu- 
racy could only come as a result of more 
intensive heavy-calibre practice shoots. By 
the end of 1914, however, Fisher could 
claim that Heligoland Bight and the Falk- 
lands had amply vindicated the battle- 
cruiser in its role as ‘super-scout’ and 
destroyer of enemy raiding cruisers. Only 
the crucial question of how battle-cruisers 
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would stand up to enemy heavy-calibre fire 
remained to be put to the test. 

This confrontation occurred within three 
months of the Battle of the Falklands, as a 
result of a new tactical initiative by the High 
Seas Fleet. Its commander, Admiral von 
Ingenohl, was encouraged by the absence of 
Invincible and Inflexible in the South Atlan- 
tic to attempt to convert this temporary 
advantage into a permanent one by ambush- 
ing portions of the Grand Fleet. The plan 
was to send out a battle-cruiser force to 
bombard towns on the English East Coast, 
at the same time laying minefields over 
which, hopefully, the British battle-cruisers 
and battle fleet would be drawn as they 
hastened south to intercept. 

On 3 November 1914 seven German 
cruisers and three battle-cruisers shelled 
Yarmouth and Gorleston for half an hour, 
then withdrew unmolested. Virtually no 
damage was done (most of the German 
shells landed on the beaches) and it was 
certainly a costly experiment, as the cruiser 
Yorck was sunk by a mine on the threshold 
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Below left : Eve of the Falklands 
action — the British cruiser 
Kent, with battle-cruisers 
Inflexible and Invincible, 
getting up steam in Port 
Stanley before setting out to 
engage Spee’s force. 

Bottom left : Taken from the 
flagship Invincible — Inflexible 
opening fire on Scharnhorst and 
Gneisenau. 

Below : The Battle of the 
Falkland Islands, which 
vindicated the battle-cruiser as 
the ultimate ‘cruiser destroyer’. 
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Inflexible’s stark silhouette 
dominates the horizon as 
German survivors from 
Gneisenau await rescue after 
their ship was sunk, by 
scuttling, at 18.00 hours. 


of the Jade Bay anchorage at Wilhelm- 


shaven. Ingenohl was nevertheless en- 
couraged by the southward rush of Beatty’s 
battle-cruisers in a vain attempt to cut off 
the raiders. He planned a full-scale raid for 
December, this time with the German 
battle fleet in support. Admiral Franz von 
Hipper’s battle-cruisers were again to act as 
bait, with Derfflinger and Von der Tann 
bombarding Scarborough and Whitby, 
Seydlitz, Moltke and the heavy cruiser 
Blücher bombarding Hartlepool. The 
cruiser Kolberg would meanwhile lay a 
minefield in the expected path of the 
British, while all threeybattle squadrons of 
the High Seas Fleet would be laying in wait 
in the central North Sea. If Beatty’s battle- 
cruisers missed the mines, Hipper’s re- 
treating force would lead Beatty into the 
jaws of the High Seas Fleet. The operation 
was planned for dawn on 16 December. 
For the first time, however, the British 
were able to use a new ‘secret weapon’: 
radio intelligence, listening-in to the orders 
being passed to the units of the High Seas 
Fleet as it prepared for sea. This intelli- 
gence, provided by the Admiralty’s top- 
secret ‘Room 40’, offered the chance of pre- 
paring an ambush for the would-be am- 
bushers. But two important pieces of the 


puzzle were missing: the precise objective 
of the German battle-cruiser attack, and the 
fact that the German battle fleet was 
coming out. And the Admiralty made the 
first of many fateful errors destined to be 
repeated throughout the First and Second 
World Wars, culminating in. the PQ.17 
disaster of July 1942 (see p. 151). Instead of 
contenting itself with passing all available 
intelligence to the appropriate C-in-C — the 
‘man on the spot’ who would have to do all 
the actual fighting (in this case Jellicoe) and 
letting him make his own dispositions — the 
Admiralty laid down too rigid an opera- 
tional framework to cope with unexpected 
circumstances. In December 1914 this took 
the form of instructing Jellicoe to send only 
one of his battle squadrons south (Vice- 
Admiral Warrender’s 2nd Battle Squadron, 
of six Dreadnoughts) instead of the entire 
Grand Fleet. 

The result was one of the most fascinating 
‘might-have-beens’ of the First World War 
at sea, with the British Admiralty having 
unwittingly presented the High Seas Fleet 
with precisely the favourable conditions for 
which the Germans yearned. Beatty’s four 
battle-cruisers and Warrender’s six Dread- 
noughts were to rendezvous off the Dogger 
Bank before dawn on the 16th, poised to 


crush Hipper’s battle-cruisers as they with- 
drew from their hit-and-run raid. But 
advancing against Beatty and Warrender — 
though ignorant of their presence — was 
Ingenohl with the High Seas Fleet, 14 
Dreadnoughts and eight pre-Dreadnoughts 
which, counting Hipper’s four battle- 
cruisers, gave the Germans an advantage of 
nearly three to one: 26 German capital ships 
against ten British. 

Confusion and mistakes on both sides 
dominated the events of the 16th, which 
began in pitch darkness at 05.15 hours when 
the destroyer screens of Warrender’s 2nd 
Battle Squadron collided with that of the 
High Seas Fleet. Cowed by fears of a 
torpedo attack by the British destroyers, 
which he also believed to be escorting the 
entire Grand Fleet, Ingenohl ordered the 
High Seas Fleet to head back to base at 
05.30. His destroyers failed to identify the 
true strength of the British force while 
Warrender, no better served by his own 
destroyers, carried on to his planned ren- 
dezvous with Beatty. But Beatty had mean- 
while set off in pursuit of what he believed 
to be a cruiser/destroyer force, unaware that 
this was in fact the rearguard of the entire 
High Seas Fleet. The British were saved 
from a second impending disaster by the 
news, shortly before 09.00, that Scar- 
borough was being bombarded by Hipper’s 
battle-cruisers — now left completely un- 
supported by Ingenohl’s withdrawal. It was 
now the German battle-cruisers, not the 
British, which were in danger of being cut 
off and annihilated. 

Hipper’s force had carried out its raid 
with telling effect. Derfflinger and Von der 
Tann poured 500 shells into Scarborough 
between 08.00 and 08.30, causing consider- 
able damage but mercifully light casualties. 
Only 17 were killed, including a baby and 
two other children — a gift for British ‘hate’ 
propaganda, which wasted no time in 
branding the entire German Navy as ‘the 
baby-killers of Scarborough’. West Hartle- 
pool suffered far more heavily from the 
1,150 shells fired by Seydlitz, Moltke and 
Blücher (08.10-08.52). This was a naval 
base protected by coastal guns, but of the 
102 killed and 467 wounded military/naval 
casualties only totalled 16 killed and 43 
wounded. Finally, Whitby received a Io- 
minute, so-round bombardment (09.00- 
09.10) from Derfflinger and Von der Tann as 
they headed north from Scarborough to 
join the other battle-cruisers before heading 
for home. 

With Beatty and Warrender closing in on 
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him, the retreating Hipper was saved by 
three factors. The first was deteriorating 
weather, with rain squalls making accurate 
sightings increasingly difficult. This was 
compounded by imprecise orders from the 
British admirals to their cruiser/destroyer 
scouts, and the unimaginative interpreta- 
tion of those orders by the cruiser/destroyer 
commanders. Commodore Goodenough’s 
light cruiser squadron, screening Beatty’s 
battle-cruisers, sighted Hipper’s screen at 
11.25. Unwilling to have all his scouts 
drawn into premature action, Beattyordered 
his light cruisers to resume their scouting 
stations. He intended this to apply to only 
half Goodenough’s force, assuming that the 
two ships actually in contact would keep 
shadowing the Germans. But Goodenough 
chose to obey Beatty’s order to the letter, 
and ordered all four of his ships to fall back, 
breaking off contact and causing a priceless 
opportunity to be lost. Warrender’s force 
briefly sighted the German screen at 12.15, 
but these two fleeting contacts enabled 
Hipper to alter course and win through to 
base. 

This Scarborough/Hartlepool raid of 
December 1914 must be seen as one of the 
most extraordinary episodes in modern 
naval history. It was brought about by each 
of the rival fleets being avid for a battle 
which never took place; it saw each fleet 
escape disaster by the narrowest of margins; 
and it left each fleet to count the cost in 
identical mood: angry frustration at a great 
opportunity lost. The plain truth was that 
before the coming of air reconnaissance 
backed by radar, even the mightiest Dread- 
nought afloat was a fair-weather weapon, 


Ammunitioning ship in the 
Grand Fleet: 15-inch shells 
come aboard from the lighter. 
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with its effectiveness governed by what its 
lookouts and gunlayers could actually see. 
Thirty years later, with search and gunnery 
radar grafted on to battleship technology, 
and flag-hoist signalling replaced by the 
ship-to-ship voice radio, it would be a very 
different story. But in the early years of the 
First World War these flaws in reconnais- 
sance and communication were crucial and 
bore heaviest on the biggest battle fleets. 
Certainly the British admirals, while hoping 
to excel Togo’s achievements with a battle 
fleet taking up over five times as much sea as 
the Japanese fleet of 1904-05, had not 
learned to cope with these problems. 
Jellicoe’s sense of the narrowness of the 
Grand Fleet’s escape on 16 December was 
compounded by his worries about the 
Grand Fleet’s frail numerical superiority 
over the High Seas Fleet. He had to count 
ships refitting in dock, and new ships not yet 
fully worked-up to combat efficiency, as 
temporarily lost to him. On 17 January 1915 
he was forced to report that he reckoned the 
existing balance at only 19 British Dread- 
noughts and seven pre-Dreadnoughts 
(‘King Edward VIIs”) to 16 German Dread- 
noughts and 20 pre-Dreadnoughts. Jellicoe 
was also worried by the fact that the High 


Seas Fleet had a bigger destroyer force than 
the Grand Fleet, giving the Germans 
greater security as well as the ability to 
launch decisive torpedo attacks. “The 
menace of so large a number of torpedo boat 
destroyers attacking cannot however pos- 
sibly be regarded without the certainty of 
heavy losses in the Battle Line’, he reported 
on 4 December 1914. If so attacked, Jellicoe 
continued, the Grand Fleet would have no 
option but to turn away, regardless of its 
numerical superiority on paper. ‘Again and 
again,’ comments the German Official 
History, ‘the fear of German mines, sub- 
marines, and torpedo boats deterred (the 
British) from taking a firm grip’. 

All these deficiencies were revealed in the 
Battle of the Dogger Bank, the clash 
between the British and German battle- 
cruisers on 24 January 1915. This came 
about because of the German keenness to 
continue the strategy behind the Scar- 
borough Raid, sharpened by a reconnais- 
sance in force by Beatty in the southern 
North Sea on 19 January. Ingenohl ordered 
a similar German sweep towards the Dogger 
Bank for 23-24 January: Hipper with 
Seydlitz, Moltke, Derfflinger and the heavy 
cruiser Blucher. For this reconnaissance, 
Ingenohl considered it unnecessary to sail 
the battle fleet in support of Hipper. 
German preparations for sea were again 
detected by the British ‘Room 40’ at White- 
hall, but once again the Admiralty decided 
to leave interception to Beatty and the 
battle-cruisers: Lion, Tiger, Princess Royal, 
New Zealand and Indomitable. A near- 
perfect interception resulted, and by 07.30 
hours on the 24th Beatty was presented 
with a greatly outnumbered German force, 
caught by surprise and forced to run for 
home in excellent visibility. 

Hipper was not only caught with no hope 
of support from the German battle fleet; 
his squadron was also hampered by 
Blücher’s lumbering top speed of 23 knots, 
4 knots slower than the British battle- 
cruisers. But if Hipper’s incubus was 
Blucher, Beatty’s turned out to be the new 
battle-cruiser Tiger. She was the only 
British battle-cruiser to have been fitted for 
director firing by January 1915, but this 
advantage was easily cancelled by other 
faults, including the rawness of her crew. 
Tiger’s trouble was bad gunnery (this was 
the first time she had ever fired at a moving 
target) and worse judgement. As the British 
closed to maximum range, Beatty intended 
each of his ships to engage her opposite 
number in the fleeing German line — but 


Tiger joined Lion in firing at Hipper’s flag- 
ship Seydlitz, which left Moltke free to 
range on Lion. To make matters worse, 
Tigers spotters marked down Lion’s shell 
splashes as their own, when in fact Tiger’s 
shells were falling over 3,000 yards past 
their target. 

The resulting concentration of unplea- 
santly accurate German fire resulted in 
Seydlitz and Derfflinger scoring one II-inch 
and two 12-inch direct hits on Lion between 
10.01 and 10.18, an hour after the British 
had fired their first shots at extreme range. 
The damage to Lion was crippling, silencing 
two of her dynamos and contaminating an 
oil feed tank. There was soon nothing for it 
but to stop the port engine, and by 10.54 the 
frustrated Beatty had fallen two miles 
behind the rest of his command. With no 
electricity for searchlight or radio morse 
signals, Beatty had to rely on flag hoists to 
communicate with his ships. This need not 
have mattered. By 10.54 Blucher had taken 
a terrible battering from the rearmost 
British ships and was obviously doomed 
(though her crew fought to the last with the 
same gallantry shown by their comrades at 
the Falklands). It should have been clear to 
Beatty’s second-in-command (Rear- 
Admiral Moore, in New Zealand) that his 
duty was to leave Blucher and press on after 
the three German battle-cruisers, which had 
taken several hits on their upperworks. 
Beatty, however, tried to carry on directing 
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the battle from two miles astern, with 
unhappy results: Moore was obliged to keep 
looking over his shoulder and attempting to 
decipher his C-in-C’s signals, instead of 
concentrating on finishing off Hipper. 

At this crucial moment another false 
submarine report fatally distracted Beatty, 


who later reported that he ‘personally 
observed the wash of a periscope 2 points on 
our starboard bow’. (There were in fact no 
U-boats within 60 miles of the battle zone, 
and what Beatty saw was probably a spent 
torpedo, surfacing at the end of its run, from 
a German destroyer.) Believing that a 
multiple U-boat attack was imminent, 
Beatty did exactly what Jellicoe would have 
done and ordered his ships to turn away 
from the threat. This was long before it was 
learned, in the Second World War, that a 
safer parry was to turn towards the torpe- 
does, which made ‘combing’ (steering be- 
tween) their tracks easier. 

The 90 turn to port ordered by Beatty 
carried the British battle-cruisers across 
Hipper’s wake, but Beatty did his best to 
head them back into action. ‘COURSE 
N.E.’, he signalled, then ‘ATTACK THE 
REAR OF THE ENEMY’. Unhappily the 
second signal was hoisted while the first was 
still flying, giving Moore the impression 
that he was to attack the rear German ships 
bearing north-east. Beatty’s last effort to 
hoist Nelson’s favourite signal, ‘ENGAGE 
THE ENEMY MORE CLOSELY’ was 


...and how she looked after the 
ordeal of Jutland, battered and 


riven in dry dock after 
struggling home with decks 
awash. 
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foiled by this signal having been removed 
from the book during ‘improvements’ to the 
signal code. It had been replaced by ‘KEEP 
NEARER THE ENEMY’, but by the time 
this was hoisted in Lion it could not be read. 
The result was that Moore abandoned the 
pursuit of Hipper and concentrated on the 
only target lying on the bearing ordered by 
Beatty: the hapless Blücher. She finally 
rolled over and sank at 12.10, the picture of 
her on her beam ends with ant-like survi- 
vors scrambling over her hull resulting in 
one of the most famous photographs of the 
First World War. Beatty frantically trans- 
ferred to the destroyer Attack when he saw 
what Moore was doing, but by the time he 
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arrived on the scene Hipper was at least 12 
miles away and there was nothing for it but 
to head for home. 

The British Press exulted over the Dogger 
Bank ‘victory’, claiming that the victims of 
the Scarborough Raid had been avenged by 
the Germans’ precipitate flight and aban- 
donment of Blücher to her doom. But in 
British naval circles there were vicious post- 
mortems over this latest missed oppor- 
tunity, which had let three damaged ships 
escape. Flames 200 ft high had been seen 
roaring from the after turret of Seydlitz, the 
result of a 13.5-inch hit by Lion at 09.50. 
This had pierced the barbette armour and 
the flash had penetrated the magazine 
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Lion is bombarded by Derfflinger, Moltke (unhampered by Tiger) 
and Seydlitz. Tiger concentrates her shelling on Seydlitz 


1213 hrs 
Blucher, hit by shells 
and torpedoes, sinks. 


—— 1100 hrs, 


Tiger takes over 
lead from Lion 


Lion crippled, 
falls out of line 


handing-rooms of both after turrets. Seyd- 
litz was only saved by the prompt flooding 
of the after magazines, but 159 men died. 
Chastened by this experience, the German 
Naval Command ordered the immediate 
installation of anti-flash partitions to limit 
the spread of flash caused by enemy shells. 
The fact that the Germans but not the 
British took these measures after Dogger 
Bank was to have profound results at 
Jutland in the following year. The most 
predictable aftermath of Dogger Bank was a 
prolonged period of inactivity as both sides 
took stock of the experience of the battle. 


Though the Anglo-German confrontation 


across the North Sea remained the dramatic 
centrepiece of the war at sea, the Mediterra- 
nean/Black Sea theatre had seen no lack of 
battleship action since the escape of Goeben 
and Breslau to Constantinople in August 
1914. Goeben’s transfer to Turkish service as 
Yavuz Sultan Selim was quickly arranged 
(Breslau became Midilli) on 16 August. 
Sultan Selim immediately became a one- 
ship ‘fleet in being’, dominating Allied 
naval dispositions as no other single Ger- 
man warship was to do until Tirpitz in 
1942-44. Based on Constantinople, Sultan 
Selim was the latest instance of the Dread- 
nought myth and its power, mesmerising 
the Russian Black Fleet of pre-Dread- 


Left : Blücher, the hybrid 
German heavy armoured 
cruiser whose lagging speed 
brought about her demise in 
the Dogger Bank action (below). 
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Goeben and Breslau, whose 
presence at Constantinople 
dominated the Allied 


deployments in the eastern 
Mediterranean from start to 
finish of the war. 
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noughts — Georgi Pobiedonosets, Sinope, Tri 
Sviatitelia, Pantaleimon, Rostislav, Sviatitot 
Evstafi and Joann Zlatoust — based on 
Sevastopol. In addition to depriving the 
Russian Black Sea Fleet of any freedom of 
action, Sultan Selim kept the British battle- 
cruisers Indefatigable and Indomitable 
watching the Dardanelles until the end of 
1914. 

Sultan Selim became the only single 
battleship to embarrass its owners into going 
to war when Souchon took her into the 
Black Sea and bombarded Sevastopol (29 
October 1914). Georgi Pobiedonosets, by 
1914 little more than a floating headquarters 
ship for the Black Sea Fleet staff, joined the 
Sevastopol shore batteries in a spirited 
counter-bombardment which landed two 
12-inch hits on Sultan Selim; but Souchon 
was still able to bombard Novorossiisk and 
Odessa before returning to Constantinople. 
The result was the Russian declaration of 
war on Turkey (1 November) which ended 
the vacillating Turkish neutrality prevailing 
since August. The Russians used their pre- 
Dreadnoughts to cover mine-laying opera- 
tions off the Bosphorus, but this failed to 
prevent Sultan Selim from making another 
sortie in the third week of November. This 
time the Russian Black Sea Fleet sailed to 
intercept and the result was an indecisive 


action on 18 November off Sarych Point, 
the southernmost extremity of the Crimea. 

Confronted as she was by five battleships 
(Sviatitoi Evstafi, Ioann Zlatoust, Tri Svia- 
titelia, Pantaleimon and Rostislav), Sultan 
Selim did well to escape. (This she owed to 
her superior speed, another partial justifica- 
tion of the battle-cruiser concept.) The 
Sarych Point action was another testimonial 
for the toughness of German construction, 
for Sultan Selim was hit 14 times and was 
still able to disengage and return safely to 
base. Two of these hits were 12-inch shells 
from Pantaleimon (formerly Potemkin); 
Sviatitoi Evstafi scored at least one 12-inch 
hit but was hit four times in return. The 
observation of these hits, none of which 
caused more than superficial damage, had 
tremendous results because the British 
Admiralty accepted Russian assurances that 
Sultan Selim had sustained heavy damage. 
Indomitable and six destroyers were prompt- 
ly withdrawn from their watch on the 
Dardanelles, where the outer Turkish forts 
had been treated to an Anglo-French 
bombardment lasting ten minutes on 3 
November. The combined belief that Sultan 
Selim was neutralised, and that the Darda- 
nelles forts could easily be destroyed by 
heavy naval gunnery, led to the conception 
of the plan to knock Turkey clean out of the 


war by striking through the Dardanelles. 
And the result was the tragedy of Gallipoli, 
prefaced by the failure of an all-naval 
attempt to force the Dardanelles in March 
IQIS. 

The strategy behind the Dardanelles 
assault was perfectly sound; it was the 
tactical methods chosen which were at fault, 
particularly the doomed attempt to force the 
straits by warships alone after all surprise 
had been lost. This was attempted because 
no troops were available to land and secure 
the Turkish forts which the warships were 
to bombard. It was also obvious that the 
straits would be mined, but the difficulty of 
sweeping a safe path for the bombarding 
warships, under Turkish fire from the 
shore, was fatally under-estimated. But the 
real trouble was ‘bombardment mania’: the 
failure to grasp that prolonged bombard- 
ment of the enemy’s positions merely 
warned him that an attack was coming. 
This error was the crux of the deadlock on 
the Western Front which the Dardanelles 
plan was supposed to break by a swift and 
decisive blow. And it derived from the 
impressive volume of heavy-calibre naval 
fire-power produced by listing all available 
British and French pre-Dreadnoughts; 
deciding that — mines or no mines — these 
ships could be regarded as expendable; and 
committing them to attack commanded by 
admirals who knew that even if the ships 
were expendable, their crews were not. As a 
final example of the breezy assumption of 
what an easy job it would be, the British sent 
out the new fast battleship Queen Elizabeth 
to calibrate her guns by firing at the Turkish 
forts — a priceless new heavy unit sent to 
achieve full combat efficiency in the death- 
trap of a mined strait. 

In short, the Anglo-French battleships 
which attacked the Dardanelles forts in 
February—March 1915 were set an impos- 
sible task. Admiral Carden, commanding 
the Mediterranean Fleet, set about bom- 
barding the outer forts on 19 February only 
to be forced to break off because of bad 
weather. By the first week of March the 
outer forts had been fairly battered, but the 
improvised minesweeping force — civilian 
North Sea trawlermen recruited by the 
Admiralty — was being driven back from the 
straits by the fire of mobile Turkish howit- 
zer batteries ashore: elusive targets im- 
possible for the battleships to liquidate. 
Carden was replaced on 15 March by Vice- 
Admiral de Robeck, who on 18 March led 
18 French and British battleships into the 
straits. It was learned after the war that the 
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battleships’ majestic approach had pushed 
Turkish morale almost to breaking-point — 
but the ships failed to knock out any of the 
guns covering the minefield; Bouvet, Ocean 
and /rresistible were sunk by mines in an 
area believed to be swept and safe; Inflexible 
was badly damaged by another mine, and 
Gaulois and Suffren had taken heavy punish- 
ment from gunfire. For de Robeck these set- 
backs were ample for a seven-hour action, 
and he withdrew. After three days’ indeci- 
sion de Robeck decided that the all-naval 
plan was dead - that even if warships could 
be pushed through the Narrows of the 
Dardanelles to the Sea of Marmora, their 
frail line of communication to the Mediter- 
ranean would still be dominated by the 
Turkish shore guns. Any renewed assult 
must therefore proceed with troops landed 
to clear the Gallipoli peninsula — but the 
Turks were given another month before the 
Gallipoli invasion force was ready. 

The Gallipoli landings of 25 April were a 
ghastly example of how not to carry out an 
opposed landing on difficult terrain under 
the covering fire of a powerful fleet. With 
air reconnaissance still in its infancy, 


neither the assault troops nor the warships 


Sent out from Britain to 
calibrate her 15-inch guns in 
bombardments of the 
Dardanelles forts: HMS 
Queen Elizabeth. 
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Beatty’s battle-cruisers in 
action at Jutland 


supposed to be giving them covering fire 
were supplied with detailed maps of the 
terrain. Ship-to-shore communications con- 
sisted of messages sent in boats. Logistic 
back-up was virtually non-existent and the 
warships were required to put the troops 
ashore, supply them with essentials such as 
water, and provide fire support. Within 48 
hours of carnage the assault troops were 
pinned down in their beach-heads while the 
warships searched unavailingly for the 
almost invisible Turkish strongpoints on 
the heights. Yet the seizure of five separate 
beach-heads on Gallipoli momentarily 
shook the Turks’ confidence. To bolster it 
Sultan Selim came down from Constanti- 
nople on 27 April, only to retire after coming 
under long-range fire from Queen Elizabeth. 
The British battleship’s indirect fire over 
the intervening land mass of Gallipoli, first 
attempted on 5 March during the bombard- 
ment of the Narrows forts, marked the first 
attempt at marrying air reconnaissance to 
conventional surface fire-power. Inevitably 
hampered by the lack of direct air-to-ship 
communication, it was nevertheless a tre- 
mendous morale-booster for the troops. 
But as the army waited for reinforce- 


ments before resuming the Gallipoli offen- 
sive, the naval picture was transformed by 
the arrival of the first U-boat off the Dar- 
danelles. This was the redoubtable U-2r of 
Kapitanleutnant Otto Hersing who had 
torpedoed Pathfinder, the first British war- 
ship sunk by a U-boat, back in September 
1914. Penetrating the milling swarm of 
shipping off the beaches on 25 May, 
Hersing missed the British pre-Dread- 
noughts Swiftsure and Vengeance with his 
first torpedoes but sank Triumph with a 
single torpedo after a two-hour stalk. 
Hersing then dived and lay ‘bottomed’ for 
the next 48 hours, re-emerging on the 27th 
to sink Majestic before making good his 
escape. This latest disaster occurred a bare 
fortnight after Goliath had been torpedoed 
and sunk in a surprise attack by a German- 
manned Turkish destroyer (on the night of 
12 May) which had prompted the imme- 
diate recall of Queen Elizabeth to home 
waters. 

Since their costly repulse on 18 March, 
the battleships of the Dardanelles had been 
brutally exposed to the triple menace of 
mine, surface torpedo and submarine tor- 
pedo; and Hersing’s two kills in the last 


ESE 


week of May prompted the immediate 
withdrawal of the Allied battleships to Port 
Mudros on the island of Lemnos. They took 
no part in the final throw on Gallipoli: the 
landings at Suvla Bay on 6-7 August, which 


achieved no more than the establishment of 


another useless beach-head. The military 
stalemate continued until the decision was 
taken to evacuate Gallipoli in December. 
Though fire-eating plans for a renewed 
direct naval assault up the straits continued 
to be put forward virtually until the last 
minute, the inability of the troops to break 
out and clear the Gallipoli peninsula nulli- 
fied all these urgings. It was not the first 
time that battleship fire-power had been set 
at nought by mine and torpedo, and it would 
certainly not be the last. But seldom if ever 
were battleships called upon to attempt a 
more impossible task than those of the 
Dardanelles. 


The year 1916 came in with Germany 
bidding high for victory by land and sca — 
with General von Falkenhayn’s strategy for 
‘bleeding the French Army white’ at Ver- 
dun, and with plans for resumption of the 
‘naval ambush’ strategy by morc aggressive 
use of the High Seas Fleet. The latter 
received a new commander in January 1916: 
Admiral Reinhard Scheer, who had always 
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deplored the caution which had robbed 
Germany of naval victories at the time of 
the Scarborough Raid and the Dogger Bank 
action. Scheer was undaunted by the power- 
ful reinforcements which, while the High 
Seas Fleet had only been increased by the 
new battle-cruiser Lutzow, had added the 
14-inch gun Canada and the 15-inch gun 
Queen Elizabeth, Barham, Valiant, War- 
spite, Malaya, Revenge, and Royal Oak to 
the Grand Fleet. He was still determined to 
succeed where his predecessors had failed, 
and use Hipper’s battle-cruisers to lure 
weaker sections of the British fleet within 
range of the German battle fleet. For 1916, 
however, Scheer planned to use his naval 
Zeppelins for air reconnaissance with 
patrol-lines of U-boats, sent out ahead, to 
act as the concealed ‘front line’? of the 
German surface ships. For their part, the 
British were now using seaplane-carriers in 
unavailing raids on the Zeppelin bases in 
Schleswig-Holstein and as airborne scouts 
for the fleet. The naval ‘campaign’ of 1916 
in the North Sea was the first uncertain test 
of naval aviation. 

‘This campaign was crowned on 31 May 
1916 by the Battle of Jutland, the full-scale 
fleet engagement which the High Seas Fleet 
had never intended to fight. Jutland was the 
outcome of four months of sparring in the 


A highly fanciful German 
depiction of the ‘Skagerrak 


victory’, as the narrow escape 


of Jutland was remembered 
in Germany. 
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North Sea which had begun with Scheer 
trying to draw out the British cruiser/ 
destroyer force based on Harwich. After 
three tentative sorties in February and 
March, Scheer ordered a full-scale sortie to 
open with his battle-cruisers bombarding 
Lowestoft and Yarmouth (25 April). This 
opened badly when Seydlitz limped home 
after striking a mine off the Friesian Islands. 
Hipper was ill and the battle-cruisers were 
commanded by the ultra-cautious Rear- 
Admiral Bödicker, who found himself con- 
fronting three light cruisers and 18 
destroyers of the Harwich Force in over- 
whelming strength. Bödicker, however, 
cancelled the strike at Yarmouth and fell 
back on the battle fleet as soon as he had 
completed a ten-minute bombardment of 
Lowestoft, whereupon Scheer ordered the 
High Seas Fleet home. Bödicker had passed 
up the chance of doing to the British what 
they had done to Spee at the Falklands, but 
at least Scheer knew that the British reac- 
tion to a show of force off the East Coast was 
as quick as in 1914-15. For his next foray he 
planned to use a strike at Sunderland, 200 
miles closer to the Grand Fleet’s northern 
bases, as bait for Beatty’s battle-cruisers. 

Scheer intended to launch this operation 
only after positioning U-boat patrol lines 
south of the Grand Fleet’s bases, and after 
his Zeppelins had reported that the British 
were not already at sea. Originally timed for 
17 May, the operation had to be put back to 
the end of May because of the time needed 
to complete repairs to Seydlitz. By then bad 
weather had made it impossible for the 
Zeppelins to fly, so Scheer opted for his 
back-up plan: a more easterly sortie, with 
the Jutland coast of Denmark shielding the 
starboard flank of the High Seas Fleet. 
Knowing that his U-boats would reach the 
end of their endurance on I June, he sailed 
at 02.30 hours on the 31st, preceded by 
Hipper. 

The usual excellent work by ‘Room 40’ in 
Whitehall deduced that another German 
sortie was imminent and both Jellicoe and 
Beatty were at sea by the time Scheer 
cleared the Jade. But a needless misunder- 
standing caused the Admiralty to inform 
Jellicoe at 12.30 that Scheer’s call-sign was 
still coming from the Jade. In fact Scheer 
used a different call-sign when he put to 
sea, as ‘Room 40° could have told the 
Admiralty’s Director of Operations if asked. 
As a result neither Jellicoe nor Beatty was 
given any notion that the German battle 
fleet had followed Hipper’s force to sea, and 
the rendezvous between Jellicoe and Beatty 


was made unnecessarily late in the day. This 
should not have mattered too much because 
Beatty’s force was far stronger than it had 
been at the Dogger Bank. In addition to 
Lion, Queen Mary, Princess Royal, Tiger, 
New Zealand and Indefatigable, Beatty 
could also call on the four new ‘Queen 
Elizabeths’ of the sth Battle Squadron: 
Barham, Valiant, Warspite and Malaya. 
The sth Battle Squadron had been tem- 
porarily swapped for Rear-Admiral Hood’s 
3rd Battle-cruiser Squadron (Invincible, In- 
flexible and Indomitable), which was operat- 
ing with the main British battle fleet on the 
31st. Yet Hipper also had two more battle- 
cruisers than at the Dogger Bank — the new 
Lutzow and Von der Tann. As well as 
improved odds against them (six to five 
instead of five to three) the German battle- 
cruisers had the advantage, unknown to the 
British, of the anti-flash precautions in- 
stalled since the Dogger Bank action. 
Contact between the British and German 
battle-cruiser screens was made at 14.15, 
just after Beatty had turned north towards 
his planned rendezvous with Jellicoe. Given 
the record of past frustrations it was not 
surprising that Beatty did not wait for 5th 
Battle Squadron (Rear-Admiral Evan- 
Thomas) to close up, but headed straight in 
to engage. Hipper obediently headed south- 


fleet eventually ordered in the late 1930s. 

In addition to halting the post-war drift 
into uncontrolled super-Dreadnought con- 
struction, the years 1920-25 also saw a 
wholesale clearance of obsolete battleships 
on an unprecedented scale. No less than 90 
pre-Dreadnoughts — 29 British, 24 Ameri- 
can, 12 French, 12 Japanese, nine Austrian 
and four Italian — were sold for scrap, 
expended as targets or decommissioned and 
disarmed for service as training ships or 
storage hulks. Hardly less spectacular was 
the scale of Dreadnought disposals by 
Britain, where only the last ten units of 
Fisher’s mighty battle fleet were retained 
for modernisation and long-term service. 
By 1925, 15 British Dreadnoughts had been 
stricken from the active list: Dreadnought, 
Bellerophon, Superb, Temeraire, Colling- 
wood, St Vincent, Colossus, Hercules, Nep- 
tune, Conqueror, Monarch, Orion, Thunderer, 
Erin and Agincourt, together with the ‘first 
generation’ battle-cruisers Indomitable, 
Inflexible, New Zealand, Australia, Lion and 
Princess Royal; the battleship Canada was 
returned to her original Chilean owners. 
Between 1925 and 1932 the British struck 
off another eight ships: Ajax, King George 
V, Centurion, Iron Duke, Benbow, Emperor 
of India, Marlborough and Tiger. 

Other Dreadnought casualties in these 
years were the ex-Austrian Tegerthof, 
handed over to the Italians after the war and 
broken up by them in 1924-25; the ‘Cour- 
bet’ class France, lost by shipwreck in 
Quiberon Bay in August 1922; and the 
redundant American ‘first generation’ 
Dreadnoughts Delaware, North Dakota, 
Florida and Utah (the latter removed from 
active service but retained as a target ship 
until the Second World War). 

Then there was Turkey’s Sultan Selim, 
the former Goeben: a thorn in the Allies’ 
flesh throughout the war as a one-ship ‘fleet 
in being’, yet the only Dreadnought capital 
ship to survive service with the defeated 
Central Powers. Sultan Selim had been 
badly damaged by mines and bombs during 
her last sortie in January 1918, and was 
ceded to Britain by the Treaty of Sévres 
(August 1920) which dismembered the 
prostrate Turkish Empire. But the Treaty 
was repudiated by the nationalist hero 
Mustapha Kemal, first president of the 
Turkish Republic which ousted the sulta- 
nate in 1922. In the Treaty of Lausanne 
(July 1923) Turkey was allowed to keep 
Sultan Selim, renamed yet again as Yavuz. 
By 1930 Yavuz had completed an extensive 
reconstruction and modernisation, and 
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served on to become the longest-lived ‘first 
generation’ battle-cruiser of the Dread- 
nought era. 

No other nation suffered more from 
defeat in the First World War, Allied 
intervention and ensuing civil war than 
Russia; yet three Russian Dreadnoughts 
served on under the colours of the new 
Soviet Union. All four ‘Ganguts’ of the old 
Baltic Fleet survived the war to receive 
republican names: Gangut as Oktyabrskaya 
Revolutsia, Petropavlovsk as Marat, Sevas- 
topol as Parishkaya Kommuna. Poltava, 
however, renamed Mikhail Frunze, was 
gutted by fire in 1920 and broken up in 
1923. The ‘Imperatritsa Marias’ of the 
Black Sea Fleet had not been so lucky. 
Imperatritsa Maria had been sunk by 
internal explosion in October 1916; sal- 
vaged two years later, she was found to be 
beyond repair. Imperatritsa Ekaterina II 
was sunk on Trotsky’s orders, off Novo- 
rossiisk, to prevent her capture by the 
Germans during their advance along the 
northern Black Sea coast in June 1918. 
Imperator Aleksandr III had the most 
poignant ending, as the last Russian Dread- 
nought to fly the colours of the Imperial 
Russian Navy. Completed after the Keren- 
sky Revolution of March 1917, she was 
renamed Volva before passing under White 
Russian control as General Alexiev. After 
the defeat of the Whites in 1920 she became 
General Wrangel’s flagship-in-exile, finally 
being interned by the French at Bizerta with 
the ancient Georgi Pobiedonosets as consort. 
Her Tsarist colours were hauled down for 
the last time on 29 October 1924 and 
between 1926 and 1937 she was dismantled. 

Like a film of growth run backwards, the 
post-war years therefore saw the world’s 
leading battleship navies undergo a specta- 
cular shrinkage. The dying convulsions of 
the First World War, peacetime decom- 


Hallmark of all American 
battleships from the 1890s to 
Pearl Harbor in 1941 was the 
tubular lattice-work ‘cage’ 
mast. This is USS California 
(12 14-inch guns), completed 
in June 1921. 
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Above : Germany’s first 
“pocket-battleship” 
(panzerschiff) - Deutschland, 
showing her 11-inch main 
battery and pole mainmast. 
Below : France’s riposte — the 
battle-cruiser Dunkerque, with 
her 13-inch main armament 
grouped in two distinctive 
quadruple turrets, both before 
the superstructure. 
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missioning and the restrictions imposed by 
the Washington Treaty together created 
one of the most important turning-points in 
the history of the battleship. The peace- 
makers failed to ban a return to war, but 
they certainly succeeded in banning a 
return to the giant battle fleets of the 
Tirpitz/Fisher years. The next naval war 
would feature battle groups rather than 
battle fleets. These battle groups would still 
rely on the battleship’s unchanged status as 
the ultimate vehicle for naval gunnery, but 
with battleships in ones and twos rather 
than tens and twenties. The true success of 
the Washington Treaty should be measured 
by comparing the odds at Jutland (37 British 
battleships and battle-cruisers against 27 
German) with those at Surigao Strait, the 
last battleship action of the Second World 
War, 28 years later (six American battle- 
ships against two Japanese). 

From the late 1920s the steady increase of 
worldwide international tension made it 
clear that the political and military treaties 
fencing in the peace were living on borrowed 
time. It had always been obvious that the 
Washington Treaty was nothing more than 
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arms limitation by mutual consent. The 
only way of enforcing compliance was by 
going to war — the very calamity which the 
treaties were intended to avert. The 1930s 
were typified by the subtle arts of ‘treaty- 
bending’: paying lip-service to existing 
treaty provisions while working secretly to 
breach them. In heavy-gunned surface war- 
ships the process began in Germany and 
was imitated in short order by Japan, Italy, 
France and the United States. Thus Britain 
was left as the only signatory of the Wash- 
ington Treaty attempting to obey the spirit 
as well as the letter of treaty restrictions, 
while unwillingly facing up to the prospect 
of war with opponents who would be all the 
better armed because of their lack of similar 
scruples. 

Down to the tenth anniversary of the 
Treaty of Versailles, Germany had been 
seen to be observing the strict limits on her 
peacetime fleet. She had launched four light 
cruisers, all well within treaty limits as 
regards tonnage and armament, and the 
time was approaching for the first 10,000- 
ton heavy cruiser permitted by the Treaty. 
When this ‘cruiser’ was launched in March 
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1931 it was a startling innovation: a heavy 
cruiser with battleship-sized main arma- 
ment (six 11-inch guns in two triple turrets). 
Deutschland, the first of these ‘pocket- 
battleships’, as they were sneeringly dubbed 
by the British Press, could clearly out-gun 
any conventional cruiser and, with a top 
speed of 26 knots, could out-run any battle- 
ship in French or British service. This did 
not matter to the British, with their three 
ıs-inch gunned battle-cruisers; but the 
French Navy had no such warships able to 
out-run as well as out-gun Deutschland. 
This deficiency was speedily amended by 
France’s Strasbourg and Dunkerque, laid 
down in 1932. They amounted to an en- 
tirely new breed of battle-cruiser, owing 
much of their design to the last two post- 
war battleships (Britain’s Nelson and 
Rodney). Strasbourg and Dunkerque were 
armed with two quadruple 13-inch turrets, 
both positioned forward of an armoured 
citadel. The quadruple mounting was no 
novelty for the French: it had originally 
been designed for the ‘Normandie’ and 
‘Lyon’ class super-Dreadnoughts which 
had been abandoned on the outbreak of war 
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in 1914. As an additional anti-flash pre- 
caution, the guns of each turret were 
grouped in pairs, each pair served from a 
turret magazine vertically divided by an 
armoured partition. Strasbourg and Dun- 
kerque had a clear 3-knot speed advantage 
over Deutschland and the two succeeding 
pocket-battleships, Admiral Scheer and 
Admiral Graf Spee (launched in 1933 and 
1934). And with a main belt of 53-93 inches, 
5-inch deck armour and 13-inch turret 
armour, they were the best-protected battle- 
cruisers of their day. The point was that 
with their 26,500-ton displacement and 
13-inch guns, Strasbourg and Dunkerque 
were well within treaty restrictions while 
the ‘Deutschlands’, though announced as 
10,000 tons displacement, were actually 
2,100 tons over. 

The ominous precedent thus set by 
Germany was followed in short order by 
Japan, though the fact was not known at the 
time. In 1931-32 Japan had occupied 
Manchuria by brute force and in May 1933 
had announced her withdrawal from the 
League of Nations (followed in October by 
Germany, where Adolf Hitler’s Nazi Party 


Admiral Scheer as completed. 
With the third ‘pocket- 


battleship’, Graf Spee, she was 


completed with a tapering 
armoured control tower, but 
this was replaced by a pole 
mast in 1940. 
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Above : Littorio’s fine lines 
displayed to full advantage on 
trials 

Right : Richelieu at Dakar in 
1940, near completion. 
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had come to power in January). While still 
nominally bound by the Washington Treaty 
and its shaky renewal by the London Treaty 
of 1930, Japanese naval designers began in 
1934 to plan the most powerful battleships 
of all time. These monsters were to have 
18-inch main armament and a displacement 
of over 60,000 tons, the latter resulting from 
impenetrable armour and compartmenta- 
tion. They were to be able to out-gun and 
sink whole squadrons of the most powerful 
battleships afloat — quality being called in to 
beat quantity. It was an awesome and daring 
concept, but it was not a new one: the 
original Dreadnought formula had been 
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similarly intended. And it ignored two vital 
facts. 

The first was that First World War 
combat experience had proved that human 
error, quite apart from conditions actually 
prevailing at sea, can nullify the best naval 
fire-power and technology which can be 
devised and built. And the second was that 
although it was certainly possible to devise 
a super-battleship which could in theory 
destroy all battleship opposition, the advent 
of the aircraft-carrier had brought a new 
uncertain element into naval warfare. Once 
detected by enemy carrier air reconnais- 
sance, a super-battleship could be attacked 
by swarms of bomber and torpedo aircraft 
even when hundreds of miles away from the 
nearest enemy ship. Enough torpedo hits 
below the waterline would cripple the most 
powerful battleship — and though carrier 
strike aircraft had not been developed in 
time to draw blood in the First World War, 
their potential had certainly been revealed 
since. In a much-publicised demonstration 
by the American Colonel ‘Billy’ Mitchell in 
July 1921, the surrendered German Dread- 


nought Ostfriesland had, after surviving 80 
hits by smaller bombs, been sunk in ten 
minutes by six 1,000-kilo bombs. Thus, 
given persistent attacks by enemy carrier 
aircraft in sufficient strength, there could be 
no guarantee of immunity for a super- 


battleship. 
It was ironic that Admiral Isoroku 
Yamamoto, Japan's C-in-C, Combined 


Fleet, pinned equal faith in battleship and 
carrier power. No man had greater confi- 
dence in the carrier’s potential before the 
Second World War, and no navy built so 
many new carriers (seven in all) as did the 
Japanese in the 1930s. And it was a supreme 
irony that the only two battleships destined 
to be sunk exclusively by massed carrier air 
strikes were the super-battleships in which 
Yamamoto had reposed equal faith. It took 
three years and 23 planning stages before 
the plans for the ‘Yamato’ class super- 
battleship were finalised in 1937, and 
another three years before the first two, 
Yamato and Musashi, were launched. All 
that effort and all those resources would 
have been far better put into another half- 
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dozen carriers. Yamamoto's greatest coup, 
the Pearl Harbor attack of December 1941, 
relied on carrier striking power to liquidate 
the traditional fire-power of the battle line — 
yet all his subsequent strategy was nostal- 
gically aimed at a triumphant surface action 
to be won by his own battleships. It was as 
though some military genius of the Middle 
Ages had perfected the machine-gun, with 
the sole purpose of enabling his longbow- 
men to conquer unopposed. 

As the Japanese began work on their 
super-battleship concept, the pace was 
quickening in European waters. In October 
1933 Mussolini’s Italy took the ageing 


Italian and French super- 


Dreadnoughts of the late 1930s 
— Littorio (nine 15-inch guns) 


and (bottom) Richelieu, with 
eight 15-inch guns in two 
forward quadruple turrets. 
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Conte di Cavour and Giulio Cesare in hand 
for an extensive, four-year reconstruction. 
In the following year (28 October 1934) two 
new Italian battleships were laid down, 
observing treaty limitations in their main 
armament but not in their stated displace- 
ment. By the time Littorio and Vittorio 
Veneto were launched in the summer of 1937 
all remaining treaty restrictions had lapsed, 
and the new ships lay revealed at over 
41,000 tons displacement, 28 knots and nine 
15-inch guns in three triple turrets. Vittorio 
Veneto was completed in April 1940, Littorio 
in May, but neither was ready for service 
before August of that year. 

The French reply to this new naval 
challenge in the Mediterranean was to lay 


down two 15-inch gunned battleships of 
their own, all the more quickly because of 
the experience gained with Strasbourg and 
Dunkerque. Richelieu and fean Bart featured 
the same forward grouping of the main 
armament in two quadruple turrets, and 
were designed for a 2-knot speed advantage 
over their Italian rivals. The concentration 
of the main armament in quadruple turrets, 
avoiding the need for an after turret, 
enabled this speed advantage to be 
purchased without sacrificing armoured 
protection or exceeding 35,000 tons dis- 
placement. 

The fast-reviving German fleet received 
two valuable additions in 1939, over a year 
before the ‘Littorios’ or ‘Richelieus’ were 


near completion. These were Scharnhorst 
and Gneisenau, laid down in 1935. An- 
nounced as battle-cruisers of 26,000 tons 
displacement, they were in reality small 
battleships of 32,000 tons, capable of 31} 
knots and, in relation to their size, two of the 
best protected capital ships ever built 
(main belt 12-13-inch, turrets 12-inch, 
decks 6-inch). This unique combination of 
speed and protection was purchased by 
choosing the lighter 11-inch gun. The 
rapidity of their construction was helped by 
taking the ‘Deutschland’ design and ex- 
panding it to incorporate a third triple 
11-inch turret forward. They were formid- 
able, handsome ships, and their good looks 
were enhanced still further after completion 
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when their original straight stems were 
replaced with clipper bows. 

Good looks and apparently impregnable 
armour were also features of the first full- 
sized German battleships built for the Third 
Reich: Bismarck and Tirpitz, laid down in 
the summer of 1936. Yet despite their 30- 
knot speed and eight 15-inch guns, Bas- 
marck and Tirpitz actually reflected far less 
originality than had gone into Scharnhorst 
and Gneisenau. They were basically en- 
larged versions of the First World War 
‘Baden’ class, and with one great weakness : 
communications from the main fire control 
position were not run safely below the 
upper deck armour. For all that, they 
represented an almighty threat to British 


Scharnhorst, arguably the best 
battle-cruiser ever tested in 
combat, distinguished from 
Gneisenau by her tripod mast 
set aft. 

Bottom : Main armour 
distribution plan of Bismarck - 
main belt 12}-inch turrets 
14-inch (compare with that of 
Hood on p. 126). 


Battleships and Battlecruisers 


The biggest and most powerful 
battleship design of all time — 
Japan’s Yamato, 71,659 tons 

at full load, seen making 27 
knots with majestic ease ina 
heavy seaway. 
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naval security; and though the British made 
merry over the fact that Tirpitz was 
launched on April Fool’s Day (1 April 1939) 
they gave the Royal Navy precious little 
else to laugh about. Not even Goeben had 
done more to demonstrate the value of a 
one-ship ‘fleet in being’ than Tirpitz 
achieved in the Second World War. To the 
moment of her sinking in November 1944, 
the mere existence of Tirpitz affected the 
entire pattern of Allied naval dispositions 
in British home waters and the Atlantic. 
The British reaction to these ominous 
new developments was hamstrung by the 
political insistence on adhering to the spirit 
of the Washington and London Treaties: 
the forsaken ideal of maximum 14-inch 
main armament and 35,000 tons displace- 
ment. When planning for the next genera- 
tion of British battleships began in 1934, 
the decision was soon made to imitate the 
French and adopt the quadruple mounting. 
This would have yielded a broadside of 12 
14-inch guns — but subsequent calculations 
revealed that the displacement target of 
35,000 tons could only be achieved by 
sacrificing armoured protection. The solu- 
tion adopted was to substitute a twin turret 
for the second quadruple turret, which 
yielded a saving of 675 tons’ deadweight. 
But this re-design took time, and it was not 
before January 1937 that King George V, 
first of the new class, was laid down; she 
was not completed until October 1940. And 
of the other ‘King George Vs’ — Prince of 
Wales, Duke of York, Anson, and Howe — 
only Prince of Wales had been launched by 
the outbreak of war in September 1939. 
Apart from their well-distributed armour, 


the most interesting feature of the ‘King 
George Vs’ was the twin-gun 5:25-inch 
dual-purpose turret, eight per ship. The 
dual-purpose (DP) gun could either be 
fired against conventional surface targets, 
or swung vertically through 90° for use 
against aircraft. 

It fell to the Americans to show the 
world, long after it had ceased to matter to 
anyone but the British, that the combina- 
tion of 35,000 tons’ displacement and 
16-inch main armament was not, after all, 
impossible to achieve. In 1937 the first two 
American battleships since the ‘Colorado’ 
class were ordered: North Carolina and 
Washington, of 35,000 tons, 28 knots, and 
nine 16-inch guns in three triple turrets. 
They were the forerunners of the ‘South 
Dakotas’, laid down in 1938 — a broadly 
similar design, but with the hull shortened 
for greater manoeuvrability. In 1939 the 
first two ‘Iowas’ were laid down, with the 
same main and secondary armaments of 
nine 16-inch and 20 5-inch DP guns, but 
with greatly increased AA armament. 

Defence against air attack, be it land- 
based or carrier-based, was in fact the 
biggest question-mark hanging over the 
battleships and battle-cruisers that went to 
war in September 1939. There was a 
dangerous assumption, particularly in Bri- 
tain, that capital ship fire-power would be 
more than enough to beat off attacking 
aircraft — an assumption soon to be terribly 
disproved. In the coming war land armies 
were to learn that troops required to operate 
without the protection of supremacy in the 
air were exposed to inevitable defeat. The 
same held true for fleets. 


Duke of Y ork, third of the 
British ‘King George V’ class. 
Originally designed for 12 
14-inch guns, the ‘KG V’ 
design had its ‘B’ turret reduced 
to a two-gun mounting to 
permit a heavier allocation of 
armoured protection. 
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Previous pages : Veteran of 
Jutland offthe Normandy 
beaches-HMS Warspite 
bombarding German defences 
on D-Day, 6 June 1944. Over 
the following weeks battleship 
fire power played an often 
crucial role in the battle for 
Normandy. ‘It was these 
broadsides from the warships, 
more than the defensive 
fighting of the enemy’s troops, 
which halted our division’s 
Panzer Regiment’, lamented 
the Operations Staff Officer of 
one SS Panzergrenadier 
division. 

Below : Graf Spee at large in 
the autumn of 1939 — on paper 
more than a match for the 
gallant British cruisers which 
brought her to action off the 
River Plate on 13 December. 


IT IS UNUSUAL FOR NAVAL POWERS to hope 
that they will go to war against two enemies 
instead of one, but that was virtually the 
case of the French and British navies in 
1939. Germany’s naval prospects appeared 
so hopeless compared with those of 1914 
that there seemed little chance of bringing 
the diminutive, unbalanced German fleet to 
action. War against Germany and Italy 
would enable the French and British to 
press their overwhelming naval advantage 
in the Mediterranean, at the expense of the 
Italians. Despite the German-Italian ‘Pact 
of Steel’ of May 1939, however, Mussolini 
surprised the Allies by opting for ‘non- 
belligerence’, hoping to enter the war at 
some propitious moment when the worst of 
Italy’s chronic unreadiness for war had been 
put right. 

Including ships already under construc- 
tion, the French and British fleets numbered 
13 aircraft-carriers (nine in service), 22 
battleships (15 in service), and five battle- 
cruisers (all in service). The German Navy 
had two aircraft-carriers under construc- 
tion, the battleships Bismarck and Tirpitz 
approaching completion, and only Scharn- 
horst, Gneisenau and the three pocket- 
battleships actually in service. France alone 
outnumbered Germany in submarines, and 
together the Allies had 129 submarines of 


all types to Germany’s 57 (of which only 22 
were ocean-going types). Grand-Admiral 
Erich Raeder, C-in-C of the German Navy, 
had had his ‘Z-Plan’ for a powerful, 
balanced fleet wrecked by the premature 
outbreak of war. But he had been Hipper’s 
chief of staff in the First World War and 
was well aware that paper strengths and 
weaknesses are not the decisive factors at 
sea. While the reborn U-boat fleet was built 
up to undertake all-out commerce war on 
the Allies, Raeder planned to use every 
heavy surface warship he had — cruisers, 
pocket-battleships, battle-cruisers and 
battleships — as soon as Bismarck and 
Tirpitz entered service — as commerce- 
raiders in the Atlantic. This would compel 
the Allies to dissipate their naval supremacy 
in raider-hunting and convoy-protection 
operations, weakening the inevitable block- 
ade which would otherwise strangle Ger- 
many’s war industries. And Raeder planned 
to use mining and U-boat patrols to weaken 
the Allied fleets further by the inevitable 
attrition which these methods harvested in 
time. . 

Mercifully for the Allies, Hitler had been 
a soldier in the trenches in the First World 
War, not a sailor in the High Seas Fleet. As 
he himself admitted, he was a ‘coward at 
sea’, saddling his naval commanders with 
orders for caution at all costs whenever the 
big ships went out. To a limited degree this 
was sound, because a capital ship which 
remained safe and unsunk in harbour still 
tied down scores of enemy warships by 
virtue of its mere existence — the ‘fleet in 
being’ factor at work. But this was an inert 
substitute for the offensive naval strategy 
which Raeder wanted to inflict on the Allies. 
And the potential of this strategy was re- 
vealed between September and December 
1939, when a total of 20 French and British 
warships — three battle-cruisers, three 
carriers and 14 cruisers — were formed into 
eight hunting groups to find the pocket- 
battleships Deutschland and Graf Spee in 
the Atlantic. In addition to these hunting 
groups, which were deployed from the 
Caribbean to Ceylon, the British committed 
the carrier Furious, battle-cruiser Repulse, 
battleships Resolution, Revenge and War- 
spite (plus two more cruisers for luck) to 
protecting North Atlantic convoys from 
Halifax to the United Kingdom. For good 
measure, the battleship Malaya and carrier 
Glorious were passed from the Mediterra- 
nean into the Indian Ocean via the Suez 
Canal. Even if the two pocket-battleships 
had not sunk a single Allied merchantman 


(in fact they sank 11), this was an enormous 
dispersal of the Allies’ naval advantage. And 
none of it prevented Deutschland from 
returning safely to Germany through the 
Allied blockade, or succeeded in finding 
Graf Spee before her eventual interception 
off the River Plate on 13 December 1939. 
The River Plate battle should have been 
a test-case in miniature for the Japanese 
super-battleships taking shape on the other 
side of the world. With six 11-inch and 
eight 59-inch guns, Captain Langsdorff of 
Graf Spee held all the cards in long-range 
fire-power, not to mention armoured pro- 
tection, over the three British cruisers 
opposed to him. It was a battle which Graf 
Spee should have won in theory — and nearly 
did in fact. When Langsdorff (his judge- 
ment not improved by having been stunned 
and slightly wounded in the head) broke off 
and ran for neutral Montevideo, the British 
heavy cruiser Exeter had been battered 
defenceless and half the guns of Ajax had 
been silenced. The actual naval battle of the 
Plate was, like Jutland, claimed as a techni- 
cal victory by the Germans. But the moral 
victory had gone to the British Commodore 
Harwood, with his resolute attacks and 
successful splitting of Graf Spee’s fire. And 
the dramatic scuttling of Graf Spee off 
Montevideo came about because, in a 
brilliant piece of confidence trickery, the 
British managed to trick Langsdorff into 
believing that the carrier Ark Royal and 
battle-cruiser Renown were waiting to sink 
Graf Spee if he should dare to try a break- 
out. It was a classic example of how human 
misjudgement on one side, swayed by high 
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courage and low cunning on the other, could 
together make nonsense of a clear-cut 
statistical advantage in big guns and armour 
plate. 

While Graf Spee was still at large the 
German surface fleet had given two worry- 
ing demonstrations of its ability to escape 
from the North Sea with ease, using bad 
weather in the Norwegian Sea as a screen 
against British air reconnaissance. The 
German Admiralty was now making far 
more use of secure telephone and telex 
land-lines to bring its warships to readiness. 
As a result the British Admiralty never 
enjoyed the same flood of radio intercepts 
put to such good use by ‘Room 40’ in the 
First World War. Cracking the sophisti- 
cated new German codes also took time and 
improvised technology, which did not bear 
real fruit before 1943. For the first four 
years of the war, therefore, the interception 
of German capital ships depended far too 
much on lucky sightings, with the intelli- 
gence-gathering burden falling on air 
reconnaissance. The latter was naturally 
frustrated by the same adverse weather 
conditions which favoured sorties by Ger- 
man heavy units. 

The first German sortie was made by 
Gneisenau with the light cruiser Koln and 
nine destroyers: a sweep up to the south 
coast of Norway between 8 and 10 October. 
‘The aim was to simulate a break-out into the 
Atlantic, hopefully luring heavy British 
forces within range of the German Air 
Force (Luftwaffe) and taking pressure off 
the pocket-battleships still at large in the 
Atlantic. This German sweep had much in 


The ship whose mere rumoured 
presence induced Graf Spee’s 
captain to scuttle his ship — the 
British battle-cruiser Renown. 
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Above : HMS Nelson leads 
Home Fleet battleships in line- 
ahead. 

Below : The ill-fated Royal Oak 
at speed, with 15-inch broad- 
side trained to starboard. 


common with similar ventures by the High 
Seas Fleet in the First World War, and 
despite the new air element the outcome 
was much the same. The important differ- 
ence was that the German force was not 
sighted by the RAF until the early afternoon 
of the 8th, when it was already heading up 
the Norwegian coast. Shadowing British 
aircraft kept touch for four hours but had 
lost contact long before the Germans 
reversed course after nightfall. The British 
Home Fleet left Scapa Flow far too late to 
intercept, and by the time it had reached a 
blocking position between the Shetlands 
and Norway the German force was already 
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two-thirds of the way home, returning to 
Kiel down the Kattegat. 

The Home Fleet’s problems were in- 
creased by its inability to use Scapa Flow as 
a main base, due to the total neglect of the 
Flow’s defences (anti-aircraft as well as 
anti-submarine) over the past 20 years. This 
neglect stood revealed when U-47 got into 
Scapa Flow and sank Royal Oak on the 
night of 13-14 October. She was the only 
capital ship in the Flow, as the rest of the 
Home Fleet had withdrawn to Loch Ewe 
on the west coast of Scotland. By the time 
of the next German sortie in the fourth 
week of November, the Home Fleet had 
been further weakened by the detachment 
of Hood, Repulse, and its only carrier, 
Furious. The new German foray was a high 
speed probe at the British naval patrols in 
the Iceland-Faeroes gap, followed by an 
extensive northerly detour before a return 
to Germany down the Norwegian coast. It 
was the debut of the operational partnership 
of Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, which sailed 
from Wilhelmshaven on the afternoon of 
21 November. 

Once again the British were left com- 
pletely on the wrong foot. At 15.51 hours on 
the 23rd the armed merchant cruiser 
Rawalpindi, patrolling the Iceland-Faeroes 
gap, signalled that she was under attack by 


an enemy battle-cruiser approaching from 
the west — wrongly amended, a few minutes 
later, to an identification of the pocket- 
battleship Deutschland. In a gallant but 
wholly unavailing attempt at resistance, 
Rawalpindi was sunk by Scharnhorst in 14 
minutes. Admiral Forbes, commanding the 
Home Fleet, was thus given no idea of the 
true composition of the German force; but 
even if he had been he could hardly have 
anticipated the brilliant evasive tactics of 
Admiral Marschall, the German comman- 
der. As they hunted for survivors from 
Rawalpindi, Scharnhorst and Gneisenau were 
briefly sighted by the cruiser Newcastle, but 
Marschall broke away under cover of a 
timely rain squall without his ships having 
been identified. Though the Luftwaffe had 
no coastal command as such, unusually good 
work by patrolling German flying-boats fed 
Marschall with accurate reports on the 
Home Fleet’s attempts at interception over 
the next 48 hours. After a long detour east 
and north, Marschall timed his withdrawal 
to a nicety and re-entered the North Sea on 
the afternoon of the 26th, reaching Wil- 
helmshaven on the following day. Unbroken 
bad weather had deprived the British of a 
single sighting since Newcastle had lost 
contact on the evening of the 23rd. 

This first war cruise by Scharnhorst and 
Gneisenau was only the curtain-raiser to 
their achievements during the battle for 
Norway which opened on 9 April 1940. The 
entire operational German surface fleet was 
used in an audacious coup de main, with 
simultaneous troop landings at Oslo, Kristi- 
ansand, Bergen and Narvik. Scharnhorst 
and Gneisenau had a special role: to lure 
British heavy forces away from the Norwe- 
gian coast while the troops went in. The 
most crucial German objective was Narvik, 
the furthest north; and it was 50 miles west 
of the Vestfjord approach to Narvik that 
Scharnhorst and Gneisenau were sighted by 
the British battle-cruiser Renown, at 03.37 
hours on 9 April. 

Vice-Admiral Whitworth in Renown had 
been given no idea that German forces were 
on the point of taking Narvik. In vile 
weather, with visibility repeatedly obscured 
by heavy snow squalls, he headed straight 
into the attack. During an intermittent 
running fight spanning the next 15 hours 
Renown gallantly engaged both battle- 
cruisers. In exchange for only two hits 
which did no damage, Renown landed three 
15-inch shells on Gneisenau which silenced 
the main control position and crippled the 
forward turret. By 05.00, however, the 
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superior speed of the German ships had 
carried them out of sight to the north, with 
Renown labouring in vain pursuit. After 
another circuitous detour west and south, 
Scharnhorst and Gneisenau reached Wil- 
helmshaven on the afternoon of the 12th, 
their vital initial mission accomplished. 
After the troop landings on the gth the 
Luftwaffe took over the task of covering the 
invasion forces. The fleet had suffered 
heavily, with three cruisers sunk, plus the 
heavy cruiser Hipper and pocket-battleship 
Lutzow (as Deutschland had been renamed 
after her Atlantic cruise) damaged. The ten 
German destroyers which had carried the 
Narvik landings had two of their number 
sunk and another five damaged by a spirited 
British destroyer attack at dawn on 10 April. 
The surviving eight were destroyed like rats 
in a trap when the British battleship War- 
spite, escorted by nine destroyers, steamed 
majestically up Narvik fjord on the after- 
noon of the 13th. Warspite’s attack left the 
German troops in Narvik completely iso- 
lated, but these fleeting British successes 
were not repeated at Trondheim, where 
Allied forces re-embarked under heavy 
bombing (1 May) after failing to eject the 
Germans from central Norway. Narvik 


Gneisenau at anchor showing 
the beautiful flare of her clipper 
bow, which made the German 


battle-cruisers consistently 
fast ships in high seas. 
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The surface menace to Britain’s 
convoy routes which demanded 
battleship escort from 1940: 
Hipper (top centre) with Admiral 
Scheer off the Norwegian coast, 
and (above) secure behind her 
torpedo-nets in a Norwegian 
fjord. 
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finally fell to an Allied expeditionary force 
on 28 May; but by then the campaign in the 
West, opened by the Germans on Io May, 
was already in its third disastrous week. 
With Holland and Belgium overrun and 
France on the verge of defeat there was 
nothing for it but to evacuate Narvik (2-7 
June). And it was during these final evacu- 
ations that Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, with 
the latter fully operational again after two 
months of repairs, struck with deadly effect. 

Marschall had taken the battle-cruisers to 
harry the transports withdrawing from 
Narvik when, at 16.00 hours on 8 June, they 
surprised the aircraft-carrier Glorious with 
only the destroyers Ardent and Acasta in 
company. The flight-deck of Glorious was 
cluttered with RAF Hurricanes which had 
landed-on from their improvised airfield in 
the Narvik area, which was probably why 
she had no reconnaissance aircraft up. 
Caught with no hope of escape, Glorious 
was set ablaze and sunk by 11-inch gunfire 
from Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, despite the 
destroyers’ gallant attempts to lay smoke 
and counter-attack with torpedoes. Both 
were sunk as well, but a torpedo from 
Acasta’s last salvo scored a damaging hit on 
Scharnhorst abreast her after turret. (This 
was the first of only two occasions when 
battleships succeeded in surprising carriers 


and engaging with gunfire, each time with 
deadly results.) Twelve days later, however, 
while covering Scharnhorst’s limping retreat 
to Germany, Gneisenau also suffered heavy 
damage from a torpedo fired by the sub- 
marine Clyde. Both Scharnhorst and Gneise- 
nau remained hors de combat for the rest of 
the year. 

On 22 June France accepted Germany’s 
humiliating surrender terms, leaving Britain 
to fight on alone — but determined not to let 
the French fleet pass under German con- 
trol. Courbet and Paris had escaped to 
Britain before the Germans took their home 
ports, but the rest of the French battleships 
were in Mediterranean or West African 
ports. The new Jean Bart, which had still 
not received her guns, made an epic escape 
from St Nazaire to reach Casablanca, while 
Richelieu, on the verge of completion, lay at 
Dakar. This left Strasbourg, Dunkerque, 
Bretagne and Provence at Mers-el-Kebir in 
Algeria, and Lorraine serving with the 
British Mediterranean Fleet at Alexandria. 

Six days after the French surrender, 
Admiral Somerville took over the new 
“Force H’, specially formed at Gibraltar to 
contain and if need be attack the French 
battle fleet in Mers-el-Kebir. To accom- 
plish this, Somerville had Hood, Valiant, 
Resolution and the carrier Ark Royal. On 
3 July, when the French Admiral Gensoul 
rejected Somerville’s ultimatum — to join 
the British, or scuttle his ships, or face 
attack — Force H inflicted a crushing half- 
hour bombardment on Gensoul’s ships. 
Bretagne blew up, Provence ran aground, 
Dunkerque was crippled — but Strasbourg 
escaped to the open sea and reached Toulon, 
despite an unavailing attack by Swordfish 
aircraft from Ark Royal. Happily, at Alex- 
andria the British Admiral Cunningham 
persuaded his French colleague to accept 
voluntary disarmament and internment for 
the smaller French squadron there, avoid- 
ing a second tragedy. No action was taken 
against Jean Bart at Casablanca, but on 7-8 
July the carrier Hermes attacked Richelieu at 
Dakar. ‘Though she remained able to use her 
guns to help repel the abortive British and 
Free French attempt on Dakar in Septem- 
ber, Richelieu needed a full year before she 
became operational. 

After this brutal neutralisation of the 
French Fleet in the western Mediterranean, 
Force H and the British Mediterranean 
Fleet turned their attention to the problems 
of keeping Malta supplied. Contrary to all 
expectations, Italy’s entry into the war on 
10 June did not result in the immediate 


invasion and conquest of the island. What 
remained to be seen was whether Force H 
and the Mediterranean Fleet could rein- 
force and supply Malta from opposite ends 
of the Mediterranean. Convoys to Malta 
would have to be protected with such 
battleship/carrier/cruiser forces as could be 
spared from other waters. Nothing could be 
done to change the overwhelming strategic 
advantage of Italy: her dominance of Malta 
and the central Mediterranean by land- 
based air power, and her ability to concen- 
trate the Italian fleet against the numerically 
weaker British forces operating from Gibral- 
tar and Alexandria. The Italian fleet, how- 
ever, had no carriers and liaison with the air 
force (Regia Aeronautica) was bad. The 
British advantage lay in vastly superior 
fighting spirit, better gunnery and the 
unique benefits of carrier support. 

For the first two months the tactical 
balance, battleship for battleship, lay in the 
favour of the British. Although Conte di 
Cavour, Giulio Cesare, Andrea Doria and 
Caio Duilio were all faster than their British 
counterparts, the latter two ships were still 
completing their reconstruction, and the 
12:6 guns of all four were outranged by the 
British 15-inch. Thus on 9 July 1940 Conte 
di Cavour and Giulio Cesare, returning after 
escorting an Italian convoy to Libya, 
clashed with Warspite, Malaya and Royal 
Sovereign with the carrier Eagle in support, 
off the Calabrian ‘toe’ of Italy. Within 
minutes of her first salvo Warspite landed a 
damaging hit on Cesare and the Italian 
Admiral Campioniturned and ran for home, 
vainly pursued by Eagle’s aircraft. 

In August 1940 the balance nevertheless 
swung heavily in Italy’s favour when not 
only Andrea Doria and Caio Duilio but the 
new Littorio and Vittorio Veneto joined the 
Italian fleet. Even when Cunningham at 
Alexandria was reinforced by Valiant and 
the new fleet carrier Illustrious in early 
September, followed by Barham in early 
November, the British Mediterranean Fleet 
was still outnumbered by six to five in 
battleships. Cunningham was undaunted. 
He had only been waiting for the arrival of 
a modern carrier to take a leaf out of Togo’s 
book at Port Arthur in 1904, and launch a 
night torpedo attack on the massed Italian 
fleet in its base at Taranto. 

The famous raid finally took place on the 
night of 11-12 November 1940: 21 Sword- 
fish torpedo-bombers, launched from Illus- 
trious, of which only two were lost to copious 
but inaccurate anti-aircraft fire. At Taranto 
the tremendous potential of the carrier 
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stood revealed at last, when a single carrier 
achieved the sinking of half a battle fleet 
from 170 miles away. Conte di Cavour was 
damaged beyond repair, and though Littorio 
and Duilio were raised they remained out of 
action for the next six months — the winter 
of 1940-41, in which the arrival of German 
air and land forces changed the whole 
course of the Mediterranean war. 

In March 1941, during the ill-fated 
British attempt to reinforce Greece against 
the German invasion which finally broke in 
April, a sea battle was fought which intro- 
duced an entirely new element to naval 
surface combat: radar. Land-based air- 
warning radar had been instrumental in 
winning the Battle of Britain in August- 
September 1940, and the value of the new 
device to naval operations had always been 
obvious. The addition of air-warning, sur- 
face search and finally gunnery control 
radar systems to the existing directors and 
fire-control tables completed the battle- 
ship’s transformation into a complete wea- 


Below : The tragedy of 
Mers-el-Kebir - France’s 
Mediterranean battle fleet 
under bombardment by the 


British Force ‘H’, 3 July 1940. 


Bottom : New menace in the 


Mediterranean — Littorio joins 


the Italian battle fleet in 
Taranto. 
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Battlegroup sinks 
Zara, Fiume, Pola and 
2 destroyers 
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Torpedo bombers 
from Formidable 
score hit on Pola 


pons system, able to function by day and 
night regardless of ‘eyeball’ visibility. By 
late 1940 even the old battleships doled out 
so sparingly to the Mediterranean theatre 
were being fitted with shipborne radar; and 
in the Battle of Cape Matapan (28-29 
March 1941) the new device first proved its 
inestimable work in a fleet action. 

Matapan could well be called ‘the first 
modern sea battle’. No previous naval 
action had featured, indeed been dominated 
by long-range air reconnaissance, carrier 
and land-based air strikes, and finally a 
brilliantly successful night gunnery action 
made possible only by radar. The battle was 
brought about because the Italian fleet, 
after much German pressure to adopt a 
more aggressive strategy, sortied for a strike 
at the British convoy-routes from Egypt to 
Greece. Admiral Iachino’s striking force 
consisted of Vittorio Veneto and a powerful 
cruiser destroyer force (eight cruisers in 
all); Cunningham’s fleet of Vahant, Bar- 
ham, Warspite, the new fleet carrier Formid- 
able, plus four cruisers. The British fleet 


sailed at dusk on the 27th after three of 


Iachino’s cruisers had been sighted 320 
miles west of Crete by long-range air 
reconnaissance. Air searches from Formid- 
able on the morning of the 28th soon found 
the leading Italian cruisers, which were then 
sighted by the British cruiser force — then 
Vittorio was sighted. Contact was lost as the 
British cruisers fell back on Cunningham’s 
battleships, but a first air strike from 
Formidable attacked Vittorio around noon. 
No hits were scored but the knowledge that 
a carrier was in the offing was enough to 
make Iachino turn and run for base. 
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It was now up to Formidable to try and 
cripple Vittorio before the Italian battle- 
ship’s superior speed could take her out of 
danger. At 15.10 hours a second carrier 
strike scored a single torpedo hit on Vittorio 
which briefly dropped her speed to 8 knots; 
but prompt repair-work soon enabled her to 
work up to first 17, then 19 knots, with 
Cunningham still some 87 miles away. A 
third carrier strike went in at dusk, to be 
greeted by the massed AA fire of the cruisers 
which lachino had gathered closely round 
Vittorio. The battleship suffered no further 
hits but the cruiser Pola was crippled in the 
confused attacks. Iachino, believing himself 
safe from pursuit under cover of darkness, 
sent back the cruisers Zara and Fiume to 
assist Pola; and it was this luckless trio 
which fell victim to Cunningham, who was 
determined to force a night action if at all 
possible. 

Visibility that night was about 2} miles at 
worst, but at 22.00 Valiants radar detected 
Pola at 8 miles range. Homing in on radar, 
Cunningham’s battleships closed to point- 
blank range, illuminated Zara, Pola and 
Fiume with their searchlights, and shattered 
all three ships with a ten-minute 15-inch 
bombardment. The two Italian destroyers 
in company were sunk soon after by 
destroyers. Thanks to naval aviation and 
radar, the veteran British battleships (all of 
them veterans of Jutland) had accounted 
for three heavy cruisers and two destroyers 
for the loss of only one carrier aircraft (the 
one which hit Vittorio during Formidable’s 
second strike). In addition to the three 
carrier strikes, no less than six attacks 
(bomber and torpedo) were made during 


the action by land-based aircraft operating 
from airfields in southern Greece and Crete. 
Though these scored no hits, the Italian 
fleet was unable to reply without a carrier of 
its own in company and they certainly added 
to Iachino’s sense of vulnerability. 

The victory of Matapan occurred when 
Atlantic commerce-raiding by heavy Ger- 
man surface units was still going from 
success to success. In 1940 seven German 
disguised merchant raiders had broken out 
into the Atlantic and Pacific (one of them 
via the North-East Passage and Bering 
Strait, by courtesy of the Nazi-Soviet Non- 
Aggression Pact). In late October 1940 the 
pocket-battleship Admiral Scheer began a 
five-month cruise in the Atlantic and Indian 
Oceans, ending with her triumphant return 
to Germany (April 1941) having sunk 16 
merchant ships (99,059 tons). As in the case 
of Graf Spee, Scheer’s tally of victims was 
surpassed in importance by the disruption 
it inflicted on the cycle of British convoy 
sailings, demanding the allocation of battle- 
ships to convoy-escort duties wherever 
possible. But Scheer’s cruise was only the 
prelude to the splendid Atlantic war cruise 
of Scharnhorst and Gneisenau (23 January- 
22 March 1941), which accounted for 22 
merchant ships (115,622 tons). 

The German battle-cruisers were most 
competently handled by the new Fleet 
Commander, Admiral Lütjens, who had 
replaced Marschall. He twice refuelled in 
mid-Atlantic from tankers sent out from 
Germany; used his ships’ high speed to 
avoid all convoys which were found to be 
escorted by battleships; and was quick to 
alter course and position whenever sighted 
by British search aircraft (which happened 
twice). The movements of Scharnhorst and 
Gneisenau during the cruise were directed 
in harmony with those of Scheer, and the 
battle-cruisers were finally ordered to return 
not to Germany, but to Brest. There they 
were to prepare for another Atlantic cruise, 
this time in harmony with Bismarck, due to 
make her first sortie with the new heavy 
cruiser Prinz Eugen in April. 

Had this plan matured in full there seems 
little doubt that the four ships could have 
halted Atlantic convoy sailings by the early 
summer of 1941. They would have been able 
to slaughter any convoy, with or without 
battleship protection. But it was soon found 
that Scharnhorst needed a lengthy engine 
overhaul, and on 6 April Gneisenau was 
badly damaged at Brest by an RAF torpedo 
attack. Nevertheless, confident that they 
would be able at the very least to match the 
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recent achievements of Scharnhorst and 
Gneisenau, Raeder sent Bismarck and Prinz 
Eugen into action on their own. They sailed 
from Gdynia in the Baltic on 18 May, with 
Liitjens in command. 

The British, however, were coming to 
grips with the problem of intercepting 
Atlantic surface raiders. Well aware that 
Bismarck’s debut was imminent, they had 
stepped up their air and sea patrols from the 
Norwegian coast to Greenland. Air recon- 
naissance spotted the German ships in 
Norway’s Grimstad fjord on the 21st, and 
by the evening of the 22nd Admiral Tovey, 
commanding the British Home Fleet, was 
poised for his first intercepting move. But it 
would take time for Rodney to join King 
George V and the new fleet carrier Victorious, 
and so Tovey sent Hood and Prince of Wales 
— the latter so new that her main armament 
was still not fully operational — to block the 
westernmost exit from the Atlantic: the 
Greenland Strait between Greenland and 
Iceland. Alerted by the cruisers Norfolk and 
Suffolk, which shadowed the Germans on 
radar as they entered Denmark Strait on 
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Below : The awesome power of 
Bismarck’s guns in action 
against Hood and Prince of 
Wales (24 May 1941), as seen 
from Prinz Eugen. 

Overleaf : The climax at 
Matapan; pinned in the 
searchlight beams after being 
relentlessly tracked down by 
radar the three hapless Italian 
cruisers are destroyed bya 
deluge of 15-inch shells from 
Cunningham’s battleships. 
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the evening of the 23rd, Hood and Prince of 
Wales steered to intercept; and battle was 
joined at 05.52 hours on the 24th. 

Hood’s tragedy was that there had never 
been time, since the outbreak of war, to 
complete the lengthy reconstruction which 
would have converted her from a battle- 
cruiser toa fast battleship. Bismarck’s third 
salvo straddled Hood, causing an ammuni- 
tion fire on the upper deck which was still 
burning when Bismarck’s fifth salvo hit. 
The subsequent Board of Enquiry conclu- 
ded that at least one 15-inch shell detonated 
first a 4-inch, then a 15-inch magazine, 
breaking her back and sinking her in less 
than a minute. Bismarck and Prinz Eugen 
then concentrated their fire on Prince of 
Wales, forcing her to withdraw after taking 
a hit on the control tower which killed every 
man on the bridge except the Captain and 
a signalman. 

Bismarck, however, had taken two damag- 
ing hits from British heavy shells which 
‘flooded the forecastle with 2,000 tons of 
seawater and pierced several fuel tanks. 
This persuaded Lütjens to abandon the 
planned Atlantic cruise, detaching Prinz 
Eugen for independent operations and 
taking Bismarck into Brest for repairs. The 
ensuing epic chase ranks as the most 
dramatic single naval event of the Second 
World War. At 22.00 on the 24th, Victorious 
launched her first-ever air strike (nine 
Swordfish) which landed a hit on Bismarck’s 
main armour belt. This hit caused no crucial 
damage in itself, but the ship’s evasive 
manoeuvres certainly caused further flood- 
ing. With the skill he had shown throughout 
the Scharnhorst/Gneisenau cruise, Lütjens 
evaded the cruiser Suffolk which was 
shadowing Bismarck on radar. By the time 
Bismarck was located again, by a Catalina 
flying-boat at 10.36 on 26 May, she was only 
690 miles from Brest. The only chance now 
lay with Ark Royal and Renown of Force H, 
pounding north trom Gibraltar. (In view of 
what had happened to the much stronger 
Hood, Renown was ordered not to engage 
even if she got the chance.) And it was Ark 
Roval's Swordfish which, operating in 
appalling conditions, scored the vital hit aft 
at 21.15 on the 26th, jamming Bismarck’s 
rudders at 12 . Her’speed cut to a crawl, 
Bismarck was finally intercepted by Tovey 
with King George V and Rodney at 08.00 on 
the 27th, after a last exhausting night 
fighting off repeated destroyer attacks. 

The British battleships were running 
dangerously low on fuel, but Bismarck's 
inability to manoeuvre or steam at full speed 
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The chase of Bismarck, the 
most extensive air sea pursuit 
ofa single battleship in all naval 
history. By 26 May, before the 
Fleet Air Arm attack by Ark 
Royal, it seemed certain that 
Bismarck would reach the 
shelter of the Luftwaffe’s 
French-based air umbrella 
before the Home Fleet’s 
battleships could engage. 
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made the ensuing execution mercifully 
brief. The last battle began at 08.47 and 
after half an hour Bismarck’s main arma- 
ment, deprived of central control, was 
already petering out; the last German 15- 
inch salvo was fired at 09.31. By 10.15 
Bismarck’s upperworks had been totally 
wrecked but her surviving crewmen fought 
their ship to the last with every weapon still 
able to fire. Helped on her way by scuttling 
charges, Bismarck finally rolled over to port 
and sank at 10.39. Only 110 survivors were 
rescued out of Bismarck’s complement of 
over 2,200 — but Hood had had only three 
survivors out of 1,419. 

The loss of Bismarck abruptly halted the 
run of Atlantic commerce raids by heavy 
German warships. Within months, how- 
ever, the still-formidable German battle 
fleet - Lützow, Scheer, Scharnhorst, Gneise- 
nau, and Tirpitz approaching completion — 
was offered a far more promising zone of 
operations than the Atlantic. On 22 June 
1941 the German invasion of Russia began, 
and three months later, in response to 
desperate Soviet appeals, the British sailed 
the first supply convoy to North Russia: 
PQ.1. This new development, assisted by 
British commando raids on the Norwegian 
coast throughout 1941, persuaded Hitler 
that the heavy surface units should be 
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redeployed to Arctic Norway. There they 
could defend the Norwegian coastline and 
strike at the North Russian convoy route, 
all under the umbrella of the Luftwaffe. 
Before this could be done, however, Scharn- 
horst and Gneisenau must be extricated from 
Brest, where they had been joined by Prinz 
Eugen on 10 June. 

From the moment of their arrival in 
Brest, the German warships had become the 
main target for RAF Bomber Command. 
During their Atlantic foray they had dis- 
rupted the entire Atlantic convoy cycle; 
immobile in Brest, they did the same for the 
British attempt to sustain a strategic bomb- 
ing offensive against Germany. Three- 
quarters of the total tonnage of bombs 
dropped by Bomber Command in 1941 
were aimed at the Brest squadron. It was a 
miracle that none of the ships sustained 
more than superficial damage, but this good 
luck, Hitler argued against the protests of 
his admirals, could not be expected to 
endure. The Brest squadron must return to 
Germany by the quickest route: straight up 
the Channel, covered by the Luftwaffe. 
Given good luck, bad weather and the ships’ 
high speed the British, Hitler insisted, 
would never be able to react in time to 
stop them. 

The resultant ‘Channel Dash’ of 11-12 


February 1942 saw Hitler triumphantly 
vindicated, but it was the end of the line for 
the Scharnhorst/ Gneisenau partnership. 
Both suffered mine damage, and while 
Gneisenau was still in dock (26 February) 
she suffered two grievous hits from heavy 
bombs. Gneisenau was taken out of com- 
mission in July 1942 and repairs were finally 
abandoned six months later. Tirpitz, how- 
‚ever, had safely completed her transfer to 
Trondheim. By the end of February 1942 
no less than 11 PQ convoys had reached 
Murmansk virtually unscathed; and in 
Tirpitz Admiral Ciliax, who had com- 
manded during the ‘Channel Dash’, was 
determined that PQ.12 should not escape. 
Tovey’s Home Fleet was, however, in the 
offing with Victorious in company and on 
g March Tirpitz was attacked by 12 Alba- 
core torpedo aircraft. Brilliantly handled at 
full speed, Tirpitz evaded all torpedoes 
dropped at her, but she had clearly been 
lucky to escape Bismarck’s fate on her first 
operational sortie. 


As the Arctic summer lengthened, con- 


voys PQ.13-16 were fought through to 
Russia with ever-increasing losses from 
German air, destroyer and U-boat attacks. 
Tovey pleaded for the suspension of the 
convoys until autumn, but this was over- 
ruled on political grounds. Russia’s plight 
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was geninely desperate — the Stalingrad 
offensive opened on 28 June — and she 
needed all the war materials that could be 
sent. Knowing that the British would never 
dare risk the Home Fleet within Luftwaffe 
range, Raeder concentrated Tirpitz and 
Hipper in Trondheim, ready to strike at the 
next convoy: PQ.17. 

The destruction of PQ.17 duly took place 
— but not under the guns of Tirpitz. When 
RAF reconnaissance found her berth at 
Trondheim empty — she was in fact moving 
north with Hipper to join Lützow in Alten- 
fjord — the Admiralty concluded that she 
was already in the Barents Sea. PQ.17 was 
therefore peremptorily ordered to scatter at 
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Above : The last German 
photograph of Bismarck (from 
Prinz Eugen), down by the 
bows with the damage incurred 
in her fight with Hood. 

Below : Fine shot of 
Scharnhorst heading up 
Channel in the race home to 
Germany from Brest — the 
“Channel Dash”, 12 February 
1942. 
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Another sea crashes over 
Scharnhorst’s ice-crusted bows 
after her transfer to Norwegian 
waters in March 1943. 
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21.36 hours on 4 July, leaving its individual 
merchant ships to be picked off by the U- 
boats and German bombers ranging the 
Barents Sea. Sunk with the 23 ships (out of 
33) were 430 tanks, 210 aircraft and 3,350 
vehicles — enough to have fitted out an army. 
It was a military as well as a naval disaster, 
and it caused the suspension of the PQ 
convoys for the rest of the Arctic summer. 
Never has the mere threat of attack by a 
single batteship, truly the shadow without 
the substance, had such deadly results. 
Though the carrier had already been 
accepted as the new arbiter of fleet actions 
by the summer of 1942, the PQ.17 tragedy 
emphatically proved that the battleship’s 
redundancy still lay far in the future. 

Yet the Germans never fully understood 
the real reason for their success with PQ.17. 
They believed that it had come about solely 
through the prowess of the U-boats and 
Luftwaffe, not because of the threat posed 
by Tirpitz. When the British sailed PQ.18 
in September with a strong destroyer escort 
and one of the new escort carriers, Tirpitz 
had been brought down to Trondheim for a 


long refit. Despite days of vicious fighting 
and unprecedentedly heavy Luftwaffe at- 
tacks, the convoy battled through; it had 
lost 13 out of 40 ships, but four U-boats and 
41 German aircraft had been destroyed in 
exchange. In December the British started 
sailing Russian convoys in two halves, each 
easier to protect than a single big convoy. 
When Lützow and Hipper carried out a 
perfect pincer interception on one of these 
sub-convoys (JW.51B) on 31 December 
1942, they were out-faced and driven off by 
the high courage of the British cruiser/ 
destroyer escort. 

In one of his more famous rages, Hitler 
ordered the entire battle fleet to be scrapped, 
driving Raeder to resign in protest. His 
successor Dönitz persuaded Hitler to give 
the fleet another chance, however, concen- 
trating Tirpitz, Scharnhorst and Lützow in 
Altenfjord by the end of March 1943. In the 
face of this overwhelmingly strong concen- 
tration the British had no choice but to 
suspend all Russian convoys for the entire 
summer of 1943 — yet another success for 
the battleship, and for the inert pull of the 
‘fleet in being’. 

One reason for the British Home Fleet’s 
weakness in the spring and summer of 1943 
was the sequence of tremendous events 
under way in the Mediterranean, which had 
seemed unthinkable only a year before. 
After Matapan the Mediterranean Fleet had 
suffered slow but steady attrition, while the 
strength of the Italian battle fleet revived 
with the return to service of Littorio and 
Duilio. On 13 November 1941 Ark Royal 
was torpedoed and sunk by U-87, leaving 
Force H without carrier cover. Twelve days 
later U-331 sank Barham off the Egyptian 
coast, while on the night of 18 December 
three Italian human torpedoes sank Valiant 
and Queen Elizabeth in Alexandria. Their 
decks remained above water, causing Italian 
Intelligence to believe that they were still 
operational; but these losses left Cunning- 
ham with no battle fleet to support Malta 
convoys as the German-Italian bombard- 
ment of Malta rose to its height. 

By the spring of 1942 German air supre- 
macy in the central Mediterranean was 
unchallenged; and if the Italian battle fleet 
had pulled its weight the British would 
never have been able to force through just 
enough supplies to keep Malta going. In 
March and June 1942, half-hearted sorties 
by Littorio with strong cruiser/destroyer 
support recoiled in the face of spirited 
counter-action by outnumbered British 
forces. The supreme effort was the ‘Pedes- 


tal’ convoy to Malta (11-13 August 1942), 
in which the fast tanker Ohio and 13 
freighters were escorted within German- 
Italian air range by Nelson, Rodney and the 
carriers Eagle, Victorious and Indomitable. 
The covering force then withdrew to 
Gibraltar. After 48 hours of constant 
bombing and U-boat attacks only Ohio and 
three battered freighters survived to strug- 
gle into Malta. But this sufficed to keep 
Malta-based strike aircraft sinking the 
Italian tankers carrying fuel to Rommel’s 
Panzerarmee in Egypt, thus ensuring his 
eventual defeat at Alamein in October- 
November 1942. 

The next major operation after ‘Pedestal’ 
was a momentous reversal of the fortunes of 
the Mediterranean war: the Anglo-Ameri- 
can ‘Torch’ landings in French North 
Africa (8 November 1942). Battleship cover 
for the triple thrust at Casablanca, Oran and 
Algiers included three American battle- 
ships: Texas, New York and the new ‘South 
Dakota’, Massachusetts, whose 16-inch bat- 
tery effectively silenced the fire of fean Bart 
at Casablanca. British battleship/carrier 
cover for the landings inside the Mediter- 
ranean was provided by Rodney and Furious 
at Oran and by Duke of York, Renown, 
Formidable and Victorious at Algiers. 

From ‘Torch’ to the end of the war, 
battleship fire support was regarded as 
essential for every major amphibious land- 
ing in the European theatre — radar- 
controlled main armament for bombarding 
shore targets, air-warning radar and massed 
AA guns to increase the fleet’s security from 
aerial attack. A constant increase in AA 
fire-power, particularly light quick-firing 
guns, was a feature common to all battleship 
navies as the war progressed. To take just 
one example, King George V joined the fleet 
in late 1940 with an AA battery of four 
eight-barrelled 2-pdr pom-poms and four 
experimental AA rocket launchers. By July 
1943, when she supported the invasion of 
Sicily, her AA battery had been increased 
to five eight-barrelled pom-poms, one four- 
barrelled pom-pom, and 38 single 20mm 
Oerlikons. Two years later, at the end of the 
Pacific War, it consisted of eight eight- 
barrelled pom-poms, 24 single 20 mm Oerli- 
kons, six twin 20 mm Oerlikons, two quad- 
ruple 40 mms and two single 40 mms. 

Within a year of ‘Torch’, Allied naval 
supremacy in the Mediterranean was total. 
Germany’s invasion of Vichy France and 
attempted grab at the French fleet in Toulon 
(27 November 1942) prompted Admiral 
Laborde to scuttle his fleet — a sad end for 
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Strasbourg, Dunkerque and Provence. After 
the Allied capture of Sicily and the fall of 
Mussolini (25 July 1943) the Italian 
Government sued for peace. To prevent the 
Italian battle fleet being seized by the 
German forces in mainland Italy, its formal 
capitulation was demanded by the Allies and 
made on 9 September 1943. The surren- 
dered Italian battleships were Vittorio 
Veneto, Littorio (renamed Italia at the end 
of July), Giulio Cesare and two raised and 
repaired victims of Taranto, Andrea Doria 
and Caio Duilio. The third ‘Littorio’, Roma 
(completed in August 1942) was not so 
lucky. As she headed south to surrender the 
Luftwaffe attacked and sank her with a new 
weapon, the air-to-surface rocket missile — 
the first warship victim of the dawning 
missile era. Roma's fate underlines the 
immense importance attached to the Italian 
battle fleet by virtue of its mere existence, 
lacklustre though its operational perform- 
ance had been for the past three years. It 
accepted surrender almost exactly 25 years 
after the Imperial German High Seas Fleet 
— a unique moment for Warspite and the 
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Heavy cruiser Hipper at sea 
during Operation Regenbogen 
(‘Rainbow’), the abortive 


pounce on Convoy JW.51B on 


31 December 1942. The 
swastika marking is to preven 
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German aircraft from bombing 


their own fleet; until British 


escort-carriers could be spared 


for the Russian convoy route, 
every bomber in the Arctic 
skies was German. 
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RAF reconnaissance check on 
Tirpitz at her heavily protected 
anchorage in Kaafjord, having 
virtually completed repairs to 
the damage suffered in the Fleet 
Air Arm attack of 3 April 1944. 


repaired Valiant, the only British battleships 
present at both surrenders. 

Though the Italian fleet’s surrender rele- 
gated the battleship’s role in the Mediter- 
ranean to coastal bombardment for the rest 
of the war, there was still plenty of action in 
the Arctic. On the previous day (8 Septem- 
ber 1943) Tirpitz, Scharnhorst and ten 
destroyers sailed from Altenfjord to destroy 
Allied shore installations on Spitzbergen. 
Safely achieved against no naval opposition, 
this mission was the only ‘battle honour’ 
which Tirpitz ever achieved. On 22 Septem- 
ber she was badly damaged in Altenfjord in 
a daring attack by British midget sub- 
marines (X-craft), which had been specially 
developed for the purpose. This left Scharn- 
horst, after Lutzow’s withdrawal to Germany 
at the end of the month, as the only opera- 
tional German capital ship in the Arctic 
theatre — but when the British resumed 
their ‘JW’ convoys to Russia in November, 
Donitz was determined that she should 


justify the fleet’s existence in Hitler’s eyes 
by attacking a convoy at the first favourable 
opportunity. 

The result was the Battle of the North 
Cape (26 December 1943), the last battle- 
ship action in European waters. It was’ an 
encounter for which the British comman- 
der, Admiral Fraser, was minutely prepared 
after weeks of studying the problem. 
Scharnhorst’s assets were formidable: 
superior speed and protection, the British 
lack of carrier cover, and the prevailing 
darkness and foul weather of the Arctic 
winter. British assets were superior heavy- 
calibre fire-power, radar expertise, and the 
determination to force an action. 

This was indeed an ‘all-radar’ battle. It 
was radar which found Scharnhorst as she 
searched for convoy JW.55B; radar which 
tracked her as she withdrew after two 
clashes with the cruiser squadron covering 
the convoy; and radar — or rather the 
German lack of it — which caused her to 
steam right into the arms of Fraser’s battle 
group coming up from the south-west. 
When Fraser's only battleship Duke of York 
opened fire at 16.46 hours Scharnhorst was 
totally surprised, caught in the glare of the 
British starshells with her guns still fore and 
aft. Even so, Scharnhorst stood up well to 
the ensuing gunnery duel and was within 
minutes of running clean out of range when, 
at 18.20, a 14-inch shell damaged one of her 
boiler rooms. Power was restored, but not 
before Fraser’s destroyers had closed and 
hit Scharnhorst with four torpedoes. Like 
Bismarck, Scharnhorst was fought to the 
last, only sinking at 19.45 after having taken 
at least 13 direct hits and 11 torpedoes from 
the cruisers and destroyers which finished 
her off. 

By the spring of 1944, however, Tirpitz 
was nearly ready for sea again, available for 
any operation which the Germans might try 
to disrupt the Allied build-up for the 
Normandy invasion. This was averted by a 
Home Fleet carrier strike at Tirpitz in 
Altenfjord (3 April 1944) which caused 
extensive damage to her upperworks and 
kept her safely hors de combat until June. It 
was during the battle for Normandy that 
radar-controlled gunfire, ranging over 20 
miles inland, played its most spectacular 
role, repeatedly breaking up concentrations 
of German tanks. But as long as Tirpitz 
remained in the far north, able to float and 
fire her guns, the British Admiralty dared 
not undertake large-scale transfers of car- 
riers and battleships to join the Americans 
in the Pacific. Only after Tirpitz was over- 
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whelmed and capsized by 6-ton streamlined 
‘Tallboy’ bombs dropped by RAF Lan- 
casters (12 November 1944) was the long- 
standing menace of the ‘Lone Queen of the 
North’ dispelled at last. 

Though the German U-boat arm was 
preparing for a renewed submarine offen- 
sive in spring 1945, the German surface 
fleet was finished. Gneisenau’s hulk was sunk 
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as a blockship at Gdynia in March 1945, and 
in April Scheer and Lützow were knocked 
out by bombs at Kiel and Swinemunde. It 
had therefore taken the British five and a 
half years to destroy the German battle fleet 
which had been so hopelessly outnumbered 
in September 1939, and yet which had 
played such a disruptive and dramatic role 
throughout the war. 


Left : The interception of 
Scharnhorst by the British 
Home Fleet, 26 December 
1943. 

Below : Warspite’s 15-inch guns 
bombarding the Italian coast. 
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Previous pages : American 
battleships in line-ahead during 
the latter months of the Pacific 
War. The fire-power of the 
American battle line was an 
integral feature of every major 
landing operation, but the US 
Pacific Fleet’s battleships only 
engaged their opposite 
numbers three times: twice off 
Guadalcanal in November 
1942, and finally in Surigao 
Strait in October 1944. 

Below : The holocaust of Pearl 
Harbor, 7 December 1941: 
West Virginia (left) and 
Tennessee, with rescue craft 
trying to dodge the blazing fuel 
oil on the water. Note early 
radar array on West 

Virginia’s foremast, at left. 
Both ships were raised and 
repaired, to serve with the 
battle line in the decisive 


campaigns of 1944-45. 
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THE BATTLESHIP WAR in the Pacific could 
not have been in greater contrast to that of 
the Atlantic and Mediterranean theatres. 
Apart from the obvious fact that the war 
against Japan lasted two years less than that 
against Germany, there were only five 
occasions in the entire Pacific War when 
battleships took part in fleet actions, and 
only three — twice at Guadalcanal (1942) and 
once at Leyte Gulf, two years later — when 
Japanese and American battleships actually 
fired at each other. Nor, at any stage in the 
Pacific War, did unescorted capital ships 
take part in commerce raiding or protracted 
convoy escort duties; and no single Japanese 
or American battleship ever played the same 
‘fleet in being’ role achieved so successfully 
by Germany’s Tirpitz. 

For all that, battleships played an integral 
and often vital part in naval operations 
throughout the Pacific War, and it was 
fitting in every sense that the final surrender 
of Japan should have been signed on the 
deck of the American battleship Missouri 
in Tokyo Bay. It was also in the Pacific that 
the battle-cruiser took its last form, that the 
battleship reached the penultimate stage of 
its development, and that the last battleship 


action of all time was fought. 

Of the battleship’s calamitous debut in 
the Pacific War, on the receiving end at 
Pearl Harbor on 7 December 1941, little 
more need be said. Though the British 
strike at Taranto 13 months before had 
shown what could be achieved by carrier 
strike aircraft against a battle fleet surprised 
in harbour, the US Pacific Fleet was not on 
a war footing and was preparing for normal 
peacetime Sunday routine when the Japa- 
nese struck; the flagship Pennsylvania was 
actually in dry dock. Of the eight American 
battleships sunk and crippled at Pearl 
Harbor, six — Nevada, Pennsylvania, Ten- 
nessee, California, Maryland, and West 
Virginia — were subsequently repaired for 
extensive service in the Pacific War, and 
five of them took part in the last battleship 
action off Leyte in October 1944. The Japa- 
nese also mistook the non-operational target 
ship Utah for a ‘front-line’ unit of the 
Pacific Fleet, and their successful efforts to 
sink her took some pressure off the others. 
But there was no disguising the magnitude 
of the disaster. The carnage of Pearl Harbor 
left only two capital ships, from Ceylon to 
the American West coast, to face the intact 


might of the Japanese Combined Fleet. 

These were the British ‘King George V’ 
Prince of Wales, veteran of the Bismarck 
action seven months earlier, and the battle- 
cruiser Repulse. When the Japanese hit 
Pearl Harbor both were at Singapore, on 
their way to Australia to form the core of an 
intended British Pacific Fleet and hopefully 
act as a deterrent on Japanese ambitions in 
the Pacific. Repulse and Prince of Wales had 
never been intended to operate without air 
cover, though this misapprehension still 
prevails. They were to have been joined by 
the new fleet carrier Indomitable, but this 
was prevented by Indomitable’s suffering 
damage by grounding in the West Indies. 
Even after this setback the ships were only 
envisaged as operating under Australian 
land-based air cover; and there was fighter 
cover available (a squadron of obsolete 
Brewster Buffaloes) for inshore operations 
off the Malayan coast. 

The decisive factor, however, was that 
the British Admiral Phillips clung to the 
belief that aircraft were no match for capital 
ships — and it should be remembered that 
in December 1941 it could still be argued 
that not one battleship, fully alerted and at 
sea, had ever been sunk by air attack. 
Phillips therefore felt fully justified in 
sailing from Singapore on 8 December, 
believing that he had an excellent chance to 
destroy the Japanese invasion fleet which 
had been reported off the northern Malayan 
coast. When sighted at sea by Japanese air 
reconnaissance on the afternoon of the 9th, 
Phillips had already been told that fighter 
protection could not be provided in the area 
of his planned attack. Heading back to 
Singapore, he closed the beaches of Kuan- 
tan to investigate a false report of Japanese 
landings there — only to be caught, on the 
morning of the roth, by a force of 30 
Japanese level bombers and 50 torpedo 
aircraft which had taken off from Saigon 
that morning. 

The one-sided battle which followed 
featured two concentrations of Japanese 
attacks separated by a 20-minute lull 
(12.00-12.20 hours). Against these attacks 
the sparse, heavy-calibre AA armament of 
Repulse, and Prince of Wales’ woeful lack of 
strength in rapid-fire 20mm and 4omm 
guns, proved entirely inadequate. It is 
certain that the Japanese attacked with a 
speed and precision unbelievable to their 
victims — but the Japanese aircraft had no 
fighter escorts. It is also certain that the 
RAF had a Buffalo fighter squadron at 
Sembawang, an hour’s flight from the action 


off Kuantan, ready to give the fleet cover if 
asked. But Phillips’ obsession with keeping 
radio silence deprived his ships of fighter 
cover during the most intense attacks 
(12.20-12.45) which sealed their fate. 
Phillips never did call on the RAF; the 
fighters only took off, far too late, in 
response to an attack report by Repulse. 
They only arrived on the scene after both 
ships had sunk, Repulse at 12.33 and Prince 
of Wales at 13.20. Japanese losses were only 
three aircraft shot down and one crashed on 
returning to base. 

In its full implications, the sinking of 
Repulse and Prince of Wales was a far more 
shattering event in naval history than any of 
Nelson’s classic victories — stemming, as 
these also did, from a novel application of 
existing resources. So far as the story of the 
battleship is concerned, the disaster off 
Kuantan reduces even Jutland to insig- 
nificance. Given enemy air supremacy, the 
long-standing faith in the battleship’s de- 
terrent value (for that is what Repulse and 
Prince of Wales had been sent east to wield) 
stood revealed as precisely nil — even if one 
of the battleships concerned happened to be 
one of the world’s newest and apparently 
most powerful. Nor has the loss of an 
impressive battle squadron ever had a more 
dramatic political result. If the myth of the 
battleship was thus revealed, so was the 
myth of British, and hence European, 
imperial supremacy in the Far East. This 
certainly did not mean that every colonial 
native subject in the path of the Japanese 
advance hailed the Japanese as liberators, 
but the resultant demoralisation un- 
doubtedly helped the initial landslide of 
Japanese victories between December 1941 
and May 1942. Crowned as it was ten weeks 
later by the greatest military humiliation in 
modern British history, the fall of Singa- 
pore, the sinking of Repulse and Prince of 
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HMS Prince of Wales arrives at 
Singapore in December 1941, 


showing obvious signs of the 


long voyage out round Africa. 
Contrary to Churchill’s hopes 
the presence of British capital 


ships in Singapore acted as a 


magnet rather than a deterrent 


to Japanese air attacks. 
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Japan’s battle fleet at sea: 
Mutsu, with her forward 16- 
inch turret trained to port, 
followed by [se and Fuso. 


Wales put the first irreparable crack through 
the foundations of the British Empire. 

It was in every sense the end of an era, for 
no more Allied battleships or battle-cruisers 
were lost after Repulse and Prince of Wales. 
Carriers excepted, they were the last of the 
20 British capital ships lost in the two World 
Wars (15 in the First, five in the Second). 
Repulse and Prince of Wales were the only 
ships of their type to be sunk outright by 
aircraft at sea. Of the previous 18 British 
casualties only four — Indefatigable, Queen 
Mary, Invincible and Hood, all battle- 
cruisers — had been sunk by enemy gunfire. 
Twelve had been sunk by stealth: seven by 
U-boats, four by mines, and one (Goliath, 
at Gallipoli) by night surface torpedo attack. 
The other two — Bulwark (1914) and Van- 
guard (1917) had perished by spontaneous 
ammunition explosion. 

Even if the Japanese attacks of 7 and Io 
December 1941 had failed to sink a single 
Allied battleship instead of eliminating the 
lot, the pooled British, Dutch, Australian 
and American naval resources would still 
have been scattered between Singapore, the 
Dutch East Indies, Australia and Pearl 
Harbor. With the Allied battleships liqui- 
dated in the first four days of the war, only 
cruisers and destroyers remained to be 
thrown in the path of the Japanese drive 
south. These were duly crushed in the 
Battle of the Java Sea (27 February 1942) in 
a vain attempt to delay the fall of Java. 
Nothing was left but the two American 
carriers which had escaped the Japanese 
blow at Pearl Harbor (Lexington and Enter- 
prise), and whatever force the British could 
spare to defend the Indian Ocean. 
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At the end of March 1942 Admiral 
Somerville took over the British Eastern 
Fleet, based on Ceylon. He had five old, 
slow battleships (Warspite, Revenge, Ramil- 
lies, Resolution and Royal Sovereign), the 
equally ancient light carrier Hermes and the 
untried fleet carriers Formidable and Indomi- 
table. Grimly aware that he only had 57 
strike aircraft and 36 fighters in all three 
carriers, Somerville fell back on a “fleet in 
being’ strategy. When the Japanese carrier 
fleet broke into the Bay of Bengal in April, 
Somerville withdrew from Ceylon, pre- 
pared to retreat to the African coast if 
necessary. This left the five Japanese 
carriers free to bombard Ceylon and the 
Indian coast, sinking Hermes and two 
cruisers before they withdrew east (9 April). 
Though Somerville had preserved a British 
naval presence in the Indian Ocean, there 
was little to indicate that the Japanese run 
of success was already nearing its end. 

While the Japanese carriers continued 
their rampage westward to Ceylon, the 
American carriers began a series of nuisance 
raids in February and March against the 
easternmost Japanese-held outposts in the 
central Pacific. These culminated (18 April) 
in the famed “Doolittle Raid” on Tokyo, 
using US Army B-25 bombers flown off the 
new carrier Hornet. The actual damage 
inflicted by this tiny force was negligible, 
but it spurred Admiral Yamamoto to make 
the elimination of the American carriers his 
next objective. He planned an all-out attack 
on a target which the US Pacific Fleet would 
have no choice but to defend: the US 
Marine base at Midway, westernmost point 
of the Hawaiian Island chain. 

As a preliminary to Midway, Australia 
was to be isolated by the seaborne conquest 
of Port Moresby in New Guinea and the 
establishment of a Japanese base at Tulagi 
in the Solomon Islands. But the latter move 
was frustrated by the first carrier-versus- 
carrier engagement in the Coral Sea (4-8 
May). The American carrier Lexington was 
lost and Yorktown damaged, but their 
presence had caused the withdrawal of the 
Moresby invasion force. Hardly less impor- 
tant was the over-confident Japanese belief 
that two American carriers had been lost in 
the Coral Sea, leaving only two to contest 
the supreme blow at Midway. Another fatal 
Japanese error was assuming that US Naval 
Intelligence had no inkling of the Midway 
plan, whereas Admiral Chester Nimitz had 
been provided with all salient details by his 
radio decoders at Pearl Harbor. 

Nimitz never even troubled to bring up 


the three old battleships (New Mexico, 
Idaho and Mississippi) which had been 
transferred to the American Pacific coast 
from the Atlantic since Pearl Harbor’s 
ordeal in December. All he was hoping for 
was that his last three front-line carriers 
(Hornet, Enterprise and the hastily-repaired 
Yorktown) could, by a surprise attack, cause 
the Japanese to reprieve Midway as the 
Coral Sea fight had reprieved Moresby. 
What he got was beyond his wildest dreams: 
the sinking of all four Japanese fleet carriers 
involved in the Midway attack, in exchange 
tor only Yorktown (4 June 1942). The only 
way in which the Japanese could have won 
through after this disaster would have been 
a fatal night pursuit by the American 
Admiral Spruance, blundering within range, 
of the battleships Hrer and Kongo together 
with 21 Japanese cruisers and destroyers. 
When Spruance prudently declined to take 
such a risk, holding his carriers in readiness 
tor further action on the sth if need be, 
Yamamoto had no option but to call off the 
Midway attack and withdraw. 

After Midway, the American pre-emptive 
invasion of Guadalcanal in the Solomons 
(7 August 1942) began a unique phase in the 
war at sea: six months of furious Japanese 
attempts, by air, land, and sea, to make it 
impossible for the Americans to hold 
Guadalcanal. The resultant campaign of 
attrition, with both sides throwing in all 
they had in response to the shifting pressure 
of the battle, saw the combat debut of the 
new American battleships North Carolina, 
Washington and South Dakota. The first 
requirement of the American battleships 
was to provide AA fire support tor the 
carrier task groups in daylight carrier 
actions — an entirely novel role for battle- 
ships, but for which the Americans were 
particularly well equipped. Supporting the 
carriers Enterprise and Saratoga off the 
Eastern Solomons (24 August 1942), North 
Carolia contributed the unprecedented 
AA fire-power of ten twin 5-inch DPs, four 
quadruple 1:1-inch guns and 40 rapid-fire 
2omms. This undoubtedly helped save 
Enterprise (though the carrier suffered three 
bomb hits) and savaged the main Japanese 
carrier strike, with less than ten out of 80 
Japanese aircraft returning to their carriers. 
North Carolina, however, was damaged by 
a torpedo from the Japanese submarine /-15 
on 15 September, a disastrous day on which 
the carrier Wasp was sunk by the submarine 
I-19. North Carolina was replaced by South 
Dakota and Washington, but the American 
carrier strength was thus reduced to Hornet 
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In the first week of October the Japanese 
were the first to add battleship fire-power to 
the furious night actions off Guadalcanal. 
The crux of the campaign was the American 
ability to keep operating aircraft from 
Henderson Field, the island’s only airstrip. 
On the night of 13-14 October the battle- 
ships Kongo and Haruna pounded Hender- 
son Field for 90 minutes with a hail of 
14-inch shells, with subsequent night 
bombardments continued by cruisers. Ad- 
miral Halsey, directing the attempts to keep 
the Marines on Guadalcanal supplied and 
supported, refused to risk his battleships in 
among the islands where superior Japanese 
night-fighting tactics had so far proved 
superior. South Dakota gallantly supported 
Enterprise during the last carrier action of 
the Guadalcanal campaign: the Battle of the 
Santa Cruz Islands (26 October 1942). In 
addition to her increased rapid-fire AA 
battery (eight twin 5-inch DPs and 56 
4omms), South Dakota located incoming 
Japanese attacks on her air-warning radar, 
while her 18-inch armour saved her from a 
bomb hit on the forward turret. Once again, 
though Hornet was sunk and Enterprise 
damaged, victory was measured in Japanese 
carrier air strength remaining after the 
action: only Ioo of all types, enough to 
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2210 Lee's force sighted 
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The battleship actions off 
Guadalcanal in November 
1942. Hiei was the first 
Japanese battleship lost, in 
‘First Guadalcanal’ (top), 
followed two nights later by 
Kirishima. All told, the 
Guadalcanal ordeal cost Japan 
the equivalent of an entire 
peacetime fleet: two 
battleships, one carrier, five 
cruisers and 12 destroyers. 
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operate only two out of their four carriers. 

After the Santa Cruz carrier clash the sea 
battle for Guadalcanal reverted to intense 
night actions fought close inshore. On the 
night of 12-13 November the Japanese 
committed the battleships Hie: and Kiri- 
shima to their latest cruiser/destroyer attack. 
Not for the first time, the Americans were 
surprised despite the advantage of being 
equipped with search radar, but hit back 
valiantly with 8-inch and 6-inch gunfire at 
point-blank range. Though the cruisers 
San Francisco and Atlanta were fearfully 
damaged, the Japanese battleships were 
firing bombardment shell, the Americans 
armour-piercing. Though a total wreck 
above the waterline, San Francisco’s 
armoured hull was not penetrated. Hie, on 
the other hand, limped out of the battle 
with severe damage to her upperworks. 
With the coming of daylight on the 13th 
Hiei was caught by US Marine Corps 
bombers from Henderson Field, battered to 
a halt, abandoned and scuttled: the first 
Japanese battleship lost in the Second 
World War. 

Though Kirishima escaped unscathed 
from the chaos of ‘First Guadalcanal’, she 
returned 48 hours later to resume the 
bombardment of Henderson Field with two 
heavy cruisers and a light cruiser/destroyer 
screen. This time, however, Halsey had 
also decided to commit his battleships: 
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Above left : South Dakota (nine 
16-inch guns). The centre gun 
of the after turret has been 
depressed, probably for 
cleaning. 

Below left : Lost at ‘Second 
Guadalcanal’: the ‘Kongo’ 
class Kirishima. 


South Dakota and Washington. The result 
was another extraordinary night battle, 
revealing the dangers as well as the benefits 
of total reliance on radar gunnery control. 
After a few salvos with Washington which 
repelled Kirishima’s advance screen South 
Dakota’s electric power failed, blinding her 
radars and silencing her guns. South Dakota 
lost touch with Washington and came under 
punishing fire from the Japanese heavy 
ships — the same crisis which had ruined 
Hiei two nights earlier. It fell to Washington 
to retrieve the situation and show what 
battleships of the latest type could achieve, 
even under the most unfavourable circum- 
stances. Firing by radar, Washington landed 
nine 16-inch and about 40 5-inch shells on 
Kirishima in seven minutes, reducing her to 
a total wreck which the Japanese evacuated 
and scuttled. The remainder of the Japanese 
force withdrew. 

The intervention of the American battle- 
ships in ‘Second Guadalcanal’ marked the 
turning-point of the Solomons campaign. 
The loss of two Japanese battleships in 48 
hours caused Yamamoto to abandon his 
efforts to neutralise Henderson Field by 
gunfire. Though the Japanese scored a final 
tactical victory in another cruiser/destroyer 
night action off Tassafaronga Point (30 
November-ı December), this only post- 
poned until 4 January the Japanese decision 
to abandon Guadalcanal and evacuate the 
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remnants of the Japanese army. Few of the 
12,000 Japanese troops successfully taken 
off in the first week of February 1943 were 
fit for further service, and on 21 February 
the American advance up the Solomon 
Islands chain began with the seizure of the 
Russell Islands. 

The 1943 Solomons campaign culmi- 
nated in the American capture of Bougain- 
ville (November 1943-January 1944) and 
the isolation of the former Japanese fleet 
base at Rabaul in New Britain (December 
1943-March 1944). Though neither battle- 
ships nor carriers took part in the actual 
fighting, 1943 was nevertheless a decisive 
year in the balance of the rival battleship/ 
carrier fleets. After Midway, with the 
disastrous loss of carrier supremacy, the 
Japanese had reduced their battle fleet from 
12 to ten by taking Ise and Hyuga in hand 
for conversion as battleship-carriers. Their 
two after turrets were removed and the deck 
raised by two levels topped by a short flight- 
deck, creating hangar accommodation for 22 
seaplanes. This clumsy attempt to give the 
battle fleet additional air-reconnaissance 
‘vision’ was no substitute for Japan’s failure 
to keep pace with the United States in 
carrier construction. In 1943 the US Pacific 
Fleet, after the ordeals of the previous year, 
gained overwhelming carrier superiority 
with the arrival of the ‘Essex’, ‘Inde- 
pendence’ and ‘Sangamon’ class carriers. 


The ‘North Carolina’ class 
Washington, showing main 
armour distribution: main belt 
16-inch, turrets 18-inch. 


Battleships and Battlecruisers 


Japan’s /se as reconstructed in 
1936, and converted toa 
battleship-carrier after Midway 
(right). An aircraft (probably a 
Zero floatplane) can be seen on 
the flight-deck, anda Type 21 
radar array on the ‘pagoda’ 
mast. 


The Americans also gained battleship 
superiority with the return to service of six 
of the eight ships bottomed at Pearl Harbor 
in December 1941, all with vastly increased 
4omm AA batteries. The four American 
‘Iowas’ (Iowa, New fersey, Missouri and 
Wisconsin), all with 80 40 mms, joined the 
fleet in 1944. 

After the loss of Hiei and Kirishima off 
Guadalcanal in November 1942 the Japa- 
nese battle fleet was further reduced, from 
eight to seven, on 8 June 1943. Mutsu, 
Nagato’s sister-ship, was destroyed by the 
fate which had met seven capital ships in the 
First World War: spontaneous ammunition 
explosion. This was less than two months 
after Admiral Yamamoto had been shot 
down and killed over Bougainville (18 April 
1943) by long-range American fighters 


operating from Guadalcanal. Yamamoto’s 
successors in command of the Combined 
Fleet, Admirals Koga and Toyoda, were 
both determined that the fleet must be 
husbanded until a decisive blow could be 
struck. This was to be delayed until the 
Americans tried to take an objective which 
was essential to the security of the Japanese 
home islands. The Combined Fleet did not 
therefore contest the American capture of 
the Gilbert and Marshall Islands (Novem- 
ber 1943-February 1944), which opened 
the battle for the central Pacific. Instead the 
Japanese gathered themselves for all-out 
efforts to hold the Marianas and Philippines. 

The Americans used their new-found 
warship superiority well. In 1943 the US 
Pacific Fleet passed under alternating com- 
mand, designated ‘sth Fleet’ when com- 
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manded by Admiral Spruance, ‘3rd Fleet’ 
when commanded by Admiral Halsey. 
Traditional fleet structure was stood on its 
head to meet the unique demands of the 
Pacific War. Instead of the traditional 
format of a battle fleet screened by cruisers 
and destroyers and supported by carriers, it 
was now the battleships which supported 
the carriers. The fleet’s main punch was 
wielded by the huge Task Force (TF) 58/38, 
consisting of four carrier task groups (TG), 
with about four carriers per group. Each 
task group was given cruiser and later 
battleship AA fire support, and cruised 
within a ring of picket destroyers. A 
‘separate task group was the ‘battle line’ 
(usually six to eight battleships), with a 
cruiser destroyer screen. 

the 18 months after 


the ‘island- 


hopping’ advance on Japan began in 1943, 
the American fleet evolved entirely new 
methods of waging naval war. The immense 
distances involved meant perfecting ship- 
to-ship refuelling and replenishment at sea, 
with much attention to shipboard amenities 
to lessen discomfort and sustain morale. 
Apart from the obvious security they 
provided for all other units of the fleet, 
battleships were best suited for prolonged 
operations of this kind, featuring as they did 
particularly good ‘habitability’. 

To increase task force protection still 
further, the Americans took the battle- 
cruiser format to its ultimate stage of 
development with the launching (August 
and November 1943) of Alaska and Guam. 
These fine battle-cruisers took over where 
Scharnhorst and Gneisenau left off, with AA 
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America’s ‘last generation’ 
battleship design: Jowa, the 
biggest battleship type built 
the US Navy. She displaced 
45,000 tons and measured 
887; ft overall, with a beam c 
108} ft. 


for 
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Night bombardment of Tarawa 
(Gilbert Islands) at the 
beginning of the ‘Atoll War’ in 
November 1943, by Maryland. 
She carried her eight 16-inch 
guns in four twin turrets. 


fire-power being added to high speed and 
excellent protection. Displacing 27,500 tons, 
Alaska and Guam were armed with nine 
12-inch guns in three triple turrets, six twin 
5-inch turrets, and 56 40mm AA guns. 
Though particularly well suited for task 
force operations in the Pacific, with a top 
speed of 33 knots, their completion was 


delayed by the need to concentrate on more 
vital warship types, with carriers and escorts 
to the fore, and they first saw action in the 
Okinawa campaign in early 1945. 

The penultimate fleet action of the Pacific 
War, the Battle of the Philippine Sea, took 
place on 19-20 June 1944 after the Ameri- 
cans landed on Saipan in the Marianas. 


After fulfilling its now-familiar role of 
pre-landing bombardment, Admiral Lee’s 
battle line (TG 58.7) moved west to inter- 
cept the expected counter-move by the 
Japanese fleet. But the hoped-for surface 
action never took place. Instead the battle 
was decided in the air, with the slaughter of 
the Japanese carrier air crews — the ‘Great 
Marianas Turkey Shoot’. As the Japanese 
airmen tried desperately to get through and 
attack the American carrier task groups a 
Japanese torpedo aircraft crashed into 
Indiana on the waterline, but without the 
torpedo exploding. Even without the loss of 
two of his four irreplaceable fleet carriers 
(Tatho and Shokaku), the annihilation of 
his air strike potential spelled defeat for 
Admiral Ozawa. The last massed American 
air strike on the 20th sank the light carrier 
Hiyo and damaged the ‘Kongo’ class battle- 
ship Haruna, along with the carriers Zuikaku 
and Chiyoda and cruiser Maya. As after 
Midway, Admiral Spruance was content to 
let the Japanese retreat. The overriding 
American objective, securing the Saipan 
invasion, had been achieved. 

The ‘Great Marianas Turkey Shoot’ was 
the beginning of the end for what was left of 
the Japanese Combined Fleet. Having lost 
some 65 per cent of its aircraft, the rump of 
the Japanese carrier force was left without 
any striking potential and the onus reverted, 
willy-nilly, to the battle fleet: Yamato, 
Musashi, Nagato, Kongo, Haruna, Yama- 
shiro and Fuso. Admiral Toyoda’s SHO-1 
plan for the defence of the Philippines 
envisaged one mighty combined operation 
by every surviving heavy warship still able 
to put to sea. The objective was to achieve 
what Phillips had intended to do when he 
had sailed from Singapore in December 


1941: get in among the invasion fleet and 
murder it with heavy-calibre gunfire. To 
make this possible, the empty Japanese 
carriers were to act as decoys, luring away 
the American carrier armada while the 
battleships approached and closed the in- 
vasion beaches. 

SHO-1 suffered from the same flaw as 
had Phillips’ intended attack off Malaya in 
December 1941. It was impossible for the 
battleships to get to the scene while the 
enemy invasion fleet was at its most 
vulnerable: lying close in with the troops 
actually going ashore. SHO-1 also woefully 
over-estimated the help which Japanese 
land-based aircraft in the Philippines would 
be able to give the fleet. For all that, aided 
by grave mistakes on the American side, the 
SHO-1 battleships came perilously close to 
handing the US Navy the biggest defeat it 
had suffered since Pearl Harbor. 

The American softening-up attacks for 
the invasion of the Philippines lasted over a 
week and ranged from the northern island 
of Luzon to Formosa. Not until American 
destroyer transports and minesweepers 
moved into Leyte Gulf on the 17th could 
the Japanese deduce that Leyte Island was 
the intended lodgement point. Toyoda 
ordered SHO-1 to commence on the morn- 
ing of the 18th. Dispersed in two main 
concentrations, the fleet was to arrive in 
Leyte Gulf for a combined attack on the 
invasion fleet early on the 25th. Vice- 
Admiral Kurita was to advance from Singa- 
pore via Borneo with Yamato, Musashi, 
Nagato, Kongo, Haruna, 12 cruisers and 15 
destroyers, enter the western Philippines 
via the Sibuyan Sea and debouch into Leyte 
Gulf via San Bernardino Strait. Meanwhile 
Vice-Admiral Nishimura, with Yamashiro, 
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The ultimate battle-cruiser 
design: USS Alaska, with nine 
12-inch guns, 9-inch belt 
armour and an excellent AA 
battery of 12 DP s-inch and 
56 40 mm guns. At 33 knots 
Alaska and sister-ship Guam 
provided invaluable AA fire 
support for the fast carrier 
task groups from the Okinawa 
campaign to the end of the 
Pacific War five months later. 
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Above : The epic of Leyte Gulf 
(23-25 October 1944), the 
greatest sea battle of all time. 
Right : Musashi, sinking by the 
bows but still on an even keel 
after hours of excellent damage 
control by her crew. 

Below right : Pennsylvania leads 
the American battle line. 
Halsey’s withdrawal of Task 
Force 34's battleships to 
pursue Ozawa’s empty carriers 
left San Bernardino Strait wide 
open and precipitated the crisis 
of the Leyte Gulf battle off 
Samar. 
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Fuso, the cruiser Mogami and four 
destroyers, would cross the more southerly 
Sulu Sea, pass the Surigao Strait while 
Kurita was negotiating San Bernardino 
Strait, and enter Leyte Gulf from the 
south. Nishimura would be reinforced by 
Vice-Admiral Shima's three cruisers and 
four destroyers, heading south from Japan. 
All this would be made possible by Ozawa, 
with the carriers Zuikaku, Chitose, Chiyoda, 
and Zuiho, plus the battleship-carriers /se 
and Hyuga, luring the carrier task groups of 
Halsey’s 3rd Fleet away to the north. 

For this invasion, however, the Ameri- 
cans were committing two fleets, each with 
carriers backed by a battleship task group. 
Vice-Admiral Kinkaid’s 7th Fleet gave 
close cover to the landing force with six 
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TG 38.1 (McCain) 
toUlithi SL 


lightweight escort-carrier task groups (18 
carriers in all) and Rear-Admiral Olden- 
dorfs Fire Support and Bombardment 
Group. After its pre-landing bombardment 
programme the latter moved south to block 
Surigao Strait with the repaired ‘Pearl 
Harbor’ battleships Maryland, West Vir- 
ginia, Mississippi, Tennessee, California and 
Pennsylvania, eight cruisers and 28 des- 
troyers. Halsey’s 3rd Fleet consisted of four 
carrier task groups (16 carriers in all). Two 
of these, TG 38.2 and TG 38.3, enjoyed the 
battleship fire support of Iowa, New Jersey, 
Massachusetts and South Dakota. Vice- 
Admiral Lee, victor of ‘Second Guadal- 
canal’, commanded an attenuated battle line 
(Alabama and Washington). The 3rd Fleet’s 
job was to secure the invasion fleet in Leyte 


Gulf, and the vulnerable escort carriers of 
7th Fleet, from any seaborne attacks from 
the north via San Bernardino Strait. So the 
stage was set for the greatest naval action in 
history: the Battle of Leyte Gulf (23-25 
October 1944). 

From the morning of the 23rd to the 
small hours of the 25th, everything went the 
Americans’ way. Attacked by submarines as 
it headed north-east of Borneo, Kurita’s 
force lost three cruisers (including Kurita’s 
flagship Arago), forcing a hasty shift of flag 
to Yamato. Early on the 24th, Kurita’s and 
Nishimura’s battleships were all sighted 
heading east through the Sibuyan and 
Mindanao Seas. Heavy American carrier 
strikes ensued, concentrating on Kurita’s 
force and the monsters which no American 
carrier airman had yet seen: Yamato and 


Musashi. These attacks are remembered as 
the ‘Battle of the Sibuyan Sea’, first act of 
the Leyte Gulf drama after the prologue on 
the 23rd, and they had two important results. 

The first and most dramatic was the pro- 
longed series of attacks concentrated on 
Musashi, marked by one torpedo and one 
bomb hit in the first strike. Her gallant 
resistance ended in the evening of the 24th 
when she capsized and sank, having taken 
more punishment than any other battleship: 
no less than 19 torpedoes and about ten 
bombs. Musashi’s magnificent construction 
and gallant counter-flooding by her crew 
kept her on an even keel, settling steadily by 
the bows, until the water was lapping her 
massive forward 18-inch gun turrets. She 
went down at 19.35 hours on 24 October, 
never once having sighted an enemy warship 
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Below : The Battle of Surigao 
Strait, the last battleship- 
versus-battleship action in 
history. 
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from start to finish of her operational career. 

The second important result of the 
Sibuyan Sea attacks was to throw the 
SHO-1 timetable badly off balance. Lacking 
any of the land-based air cover which he had 
been told would be forthcoming, Kurita left 
Musashi to her fate and headed back to the 
west for four hours (15.00-19.00). Though 
he finally decided to resume the advance on 
Leyte Gulf, there was now no chance that 
his arrival would coincide with that of 
Nishimura from the south. For his part 
Nishimura knew perfectly well what was 
waiting for him; one of his scout planes had 
sighted Oldendorf’s battleships at noon on 
the 24th. Nevertheless, upheld by outdated 
memories of the early Japanese achieve- 
ments against superior forces off Guadal- 
canal two years before, Nishimura pressed 
on with his part of SHO-1 and stood on into 
Surigao Strait. 

Though the ‘Battle of Surigao Strait’ was 
the last battleship-versus-battleship action 
in history, the lion’s share of the annihila- 
tion of Nishimura’s force was accomplished 
by torpedo-boats and destroyers between 
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Left : Smoke and dust erupts 
from the coast of Saipan, under 
bombardment (14 June 1944) 
on the eve of the American 
landings in the Marianas. 


The greatest battleships ever 
built were Japan’s Yamato 
(left) and sister-ship Musashi. 
A third ship of the same class, 
Shinano, was converted toa 
‘super-carrier’ after Midway 
but was torpedoed and sunk by 
the American submarine 
Archerfish in November 1944. 


“Yamato” class specifications : 
Displacement : 64,170 tons 
standard; 71,659 tons full load. 
Length overall : 863 ft. Beam : 
127; ft. Draught : 35) ft. 
Maximum speed : 275 knots. 
Armour : Main belt 16-inch, 
deck 73-inch, turrets 20/25)- 
inch. Armament : Nine 18-inch; 
12 61-inch; 12 5-inch AA; 
2425 mm AA; four 13 mm, six 
aircraft. Complement : 2,500. 
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22.50 on the 24th and 03.51 on the 25th. No 
battle fleet commander ever had an easier 
job of it than Oldendorf, who had all the 
time he needed to lay his battleships and 
cruisers across the line of the Japanese 
advance. By the time they opened fire at 
03.51 Fuso had broken in half after a 
torpedo hit (03.09) and three of the four 
destroyers leading Yamashiro and Mogam 
were sunk or sinking. Oldendorf’s devastat- 
ing 18-minute bombardment (03.51-04.09) 
is a reminder of how far battleship gunnery 
had come in the past 20 years; it should be 
compared with negligible results achieved 
in gun actions of similar duration at Jutland. 
Yamashiro and Mogami were overwhelmed, 
with Yamashiro being finished off (04.19) 
by a final destroyer torpedo attack. Mogami 
struggled back down the Strait, ablaze from 
stem to stern, and met her end at daybreak. 
Meanwhile Shima, arriving with his cruiser 
destroyer force, sighted the 
Nishimura’s far more powerful squadron 
and prudently withdrew. 

The Surigao Strait triumph was, how- 
ever, followed by the climax of the Leyte 
Gulf actions: the ‘Battle off Samar’, in 
which Kurita’s battleships came within an 
ace of reversing earlier setbacks. The fault 
was Halsey’s. He had reacted to Kurita’s 
dogged approach on the 24th by concen- 
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trating the 3rd Fleet’s battleships as a new 
task force, TF 34. A fatal coincidence, 
however, was the sighting of Kurita’s 
change of course to the west, followed 40 
minutes later by the sighting of the 
southernmost of Ozawa’s decoy carrier 
force. Halsey reacted by setting off in 
pursuit, taking the newly-formed TF 34 
with the 3rd Fleet’s carrier task groups — 
and omitting to tell Kinkaid that the 3rd 
Fleet’s battleships were no longer covering 7th 
Fleet from the north. Practically the first 
warning of the peril facing the 7th Fleet’s 
escort Carriers came at 06.59 when the first 
shells from Kurita’s battleships landed 
astern of White Plains and Fanshaw Bay. 
Caught completely by surprise, the six 
escort carriers of Rear-Admiral Sprague’s 
‘Taffy 3° had no choice but to run for it, 
working up to full speed and trusting to 
their seven escorting destroyers for what- 
ever respite might be won. Fortunately for 
the appalled Americans, Kurita made a 
crucial error in signalling a general chase. 
His four battleships and eight cruisers set off 
in independent pursuit, with several ships 
consequently masking the fire of others. 
Supremely gallant American destroyer 
attacks added to the confusion of the 
Japanese battleships, with Yamato swinging 
clear out of the fight to avoid torpedoes; but 


nothing could prevent Kurita’s cruisers 
from steadily overtaking the fleeing carriers 
to port. By 08.30 the rearmost carrier, 
Gambier Bay, was under point-blank fire 
from the cruisers and within half an hour 


she was a burning, abandoned wreck. 
‘Though air attacks from the other 7th Fleet 
carriers were now coming in, it seemed that 
nothing could avert the 
‘Taffy ee 

‘We were saved’, Sprague commented 
later, ‘by the definite partiality of Almighty 
God’. At 09.25 the harried Americans 
watched in disbelief as their pursuers 
turned in their tracks and withdrew north. 
Though he already had in his grasp the 
crushing surface victory for which the 
Japanese battle fleet had yearned since the 
outbreak of the Pacific War, Kurita believed 


that he was being drawn within range of 


Halsey’s carriers. This impression was 
reinforced by the sighting of the escort- 
carriers of ‘Taffy 4 to the south. Bearing in 
mind the tribulations through which his 
fleet had passed during the previous 48 
hours, and the certainty that it would now 
be exposed to ever-increasing air attacks, 
Kurita’s decision to withdraw is easier to 
understand. 

The last act at Leyte Gulf was the 
slaughter of Ozawa’s decoy force off Cape 


destruction of 


Engano from 08.30 on the 25th. For Halsey 
this was a supreme frustration: TF 34’s 
battleships were deprived of a resounding 
victory by the crisis off Samar, which 
prompted a direct intervention from Ad- 
miral Nimitz in Pearl Harbor: ‘WHERE 
IS TASK FORCE 34?’ Though he headed 
back towards Samar with TF 34, Halsey 
was too late to intercept Kurita. Because of 
Halsey’s tardiness in accepting the peril to 
7th Fleet which his dispositions had caused, 
TF 34’s role at Leyte Gulf was restricted to 
steaming between two major actions with- 
out being able to take part in either. 

Leyte Gulf is justly remembered as ‘the 
greatest sea battle in history’ (though 
Jellicoe and Scheer had commanded 254 
ships at Jutland to the 244 at Leyte). The 
Americans lost a light fleet carrier (to land- 
based air attack), two escort-carriers (one to 
surface gunnery off Samar, one to land- 
based air attack), and three destroyers (sunk 
off Samar by Kurita’s force). But the last 
great foray by the Japanese battle fleet had 
been an unqualified failure. The Japanese 
lost three battleships (Musashi, Fuso and 
Yamashiro), four carriers, no less than ten 
cruisers, and nine destroyers. 

For the last ten months of the Pacific War 
the Japanese pinned their faith in kamikaze 
suicide attacks on the American fleet, rein- 
forced as this was, from March 1945, by the 
spearhead of the British Pacific Fleet. The 
brunt of these attacks fell on the carriers and 
battleships and it was the latter, with their 
‘hosepipe’ AA fire-power and armoured 
protection, which were best equipped to 
survive. New Mexico, Nevada and Maryland 
were all damaged by kamikaze attacks in 
1945 but none succumbed - and as often as 
not only minutes intervened before the ship 
was back in action again. 

Bent on avenging Pearl Harbor with no 
help from friends, the Americans churlishly 
kept the British Pacific Fleet stationed 
Where it could not attack the last surviving 
warships of the Japanese Fleet. By April 
1945, as the battle for Okinawa approached 
its climax, only one Japanese battleship was 
still able to sail: Yamato, recklessly expen- 
ded in an attempted one-way voyage to the 
Okinawa beaches. She never even sighted 
the island. Instead, caught by intense 5th 
Fleet carrier strikes in the East China Sea, 
Yamato sank at 14.23 on 7 April 1945 after 
taking ten torpedo hits and at least six 
bombs. The last of the super-battleships 
had gone, victim of the Japanese failure to 
accept the alterations to the battleship's 
role wrought by the rise of naval aviation. 
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Centre : The last menace: 
kamikaze attack. This is a 
bomb-laden Zero, trying to 
immolate itself on Missouri 
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during the Okinawa campaign 
(April-June 1945). In fact the 


Japanese pilot, having 


miscalculated his death dive, 


crashed in the sea alongside. 
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Previous pages : Fine shot of 
Jean Bart (French ‘Richelieu’ 
class) in November 1955. 
Below : Sister-ship Richelieu in 
January 1955. 


IF THE BATTLESHIP had proved to have one 
oustanding virtue by the end of the Second 
World War, that virtue was versatility. The 
startling rise to supremacy of the aircraft- 
carrier had made the traditional fleet gun- 
nery action a rarity, yet by no stretch of the 
imagination could battleships be dismissed 
as redundant luxuries. The battleship’s 
supreme value as a platform for anti- 
aircraft fire had been demonstrated time and 
again in the Pacific War. It was surpassed 
only by the battleship’s range and accuracy 
in ‘taking out’ pinpoint shore targets by 
radar-guided gunnery. These were endur- 
ing virtues, and it is not merely nostalgic to 
lament the battleship’s worldwide demise 
after 1945. 

Under the new distorting glare of nuclear 
weaponry another proven virtue of the 
battleship was easy to overlook: longevity. 
No other warship type could be kept in 
service so long, subjected to such extensive 
reconstruction, sustain such radical changes 
in weaponry. For nearly 40 years the myth 
has endured that heavy surface warships, 
‘which can be sunk by a single missile’, are 
clearly hopelessly redundant — yet, as the 
Japanese super-battleships proved in 1944- 
45, no other type of warship is harder to 
sink than the battleship. 

The contradictory attitudes towards the 


battleship’s post-1945 role were perhaps 
summed up in the British Vanguard, com- 
missioned in the spring of 1946. At 42,500 
tons, Vanguard was the heaviest British 
battleship ever built. Though completed to 
the most modern standards, incorporating 
features adopted as standard by the US 
Navy in the Pacific War, Vanguard was in 
fact designed around four twin 15-inch 
turret mountings which had been in store 
for the past 20-odd years. These were the 
guns and turrets of the light battle-cruisers 
Glorious and Courageous, removed for those 
ships’ conversion as aircraft-carriers after 
the Washington Treaty. The rest of her 
armament drew heavily on experience 
gleaned from the ‘King George Vs’ and the 
experience of the later war years: eight twin 
§:25-inch DP mountings, and no less than 
71 40mm guns - the heaviest anti-aircraft 
battery ever carried by a British warship. 
Remote power control was used throughout 
Vanguard’s gun mountings and fire-control 
system, in which radar guidance was an 
integral element. Her electric power — 
enough to supply a fair-sized town — was 
regulated by a centralised control system, 
damage being automatically isolated to 
prevent other shipboard services from being 
impaired. 

Yet Vanguard, unlike her older American 


Above : Warspite, wrecked in 
Mounts Bay in April 1947 
while on tow to the breaker’s 
yard. She was broken up where + 
she lay after 30 years of famous 
service, not to mention 
excellent value for taxpayers” 
money. 

Right : Yavuz (ex- Sultan 
Selim, ex-Goeben) at 
Constantinople 
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Mighty silhouettes against the 
sunset: Jowa and Wisconsin, 
mothballed in the US Atlantic 
Reserve Fleet. 


counterparts, never fired a shot in anger in 
support of the troops in Korea. Within 12 
years of her first commission, her final 
consignment to the scrapyard was already in 
sight. The stalwarts of First World War 
vintage had been weeded out en masse 
between 1946 and 1950: Valiant, Malaya, 
Queen Elizabeth, Warspite; Ramillies, Reso- 
lution, Revenge, Royal Sovereign; the battle- 
cruiser Renown; Nelson and Rodney. The 
fate of the ‘King George Vs’ was little longer 
delayed. Within five years of the surrender 
of Japan all four had been reduced to 
reserve, and all were scrapped in 1957-58. 
The bland decision that assaulting British 
forces would never again need battleship 
fire support was disproved at Suez in 1956 
and again, in 1982, in the Falklands War. 
With just one battleship available for rapid 
re-commissioning in the style perfected by 
the post-war US Navy, the Port Stanley 
airstrip (used by the Argentines throughout 
the war) could have been quickly and 
cheaply rendered unusable by a single 
bombardment. 

American practice was in total contrast to 
the British: a strange combination of ruth- 
lessness, kindliness and prudence. The 
ruthlessness was represented by the expen- 
diture of Arkansas, New York, Nevada, and 
Pennsylvania in the atom-bomb tests at 
Bikini in 1946; the kindliness by the pre- 
servation of Texas, and later of North 
Carolina (1961) and Alabama (1964) by the 
states whose names they bore. As in the 
Royal Navy, American practice concen- 
trated on disposing of the oldest ships first — 
yet Tennessee, California, Colorado and 
Maryland were not scrapped until 1959, 
while West Virginia was given two further 
years’ reprieve, finally going to the breakers 
in January 1961. Washington, South Dakota, 
Indiana and Massachusetts had followed by 
1963. 

The full measure of American prudence 
with regard to battleship disposal, however, 
was displayed with the four ‘Iowas’, twice 
returned to service off the beaches of Korea 
and Vietnam — and a third time in the 1980s, 
modified yet again to serve in the age of the 
intercontinental nuclear missile. 
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Previous pages : New Fersey’s 
16-inch broadside roars out 
againafter her recommissioning 
for service off Vietnam in 1968. 
Below : New Jersey sails again 
from Pearl Harbor, September 
1968. 
Opposite : New Fersey on 
broadside firing tests in the 
Atlantic, May 1968. 
Opposite, top left : Iowa being 
moved in preparation for 
reactivation, April 1982. 
Opposite, top right : 
Recommissioning ceremony 
for New Jersey, 28 December 
1982. 
Opposite, below left : New 
Jersey in dry dock before her 
1968 recommission. 


THE BATTLESHIP STORY is studded with 
paradoxes. In the 1920s the battleship had 
been proscribed as the world’s costliest 
instrument of destruction, but 40 years 
later, after a decade and a half of eclipse by 
aircraft-carriers, the battleship returned to 
service because it was one of the most 
economical naval weapons, ideally suited to 
modern ‘triphibious’ (land/sea/air) opera- 
tions. Yet, even after this had been most 
convincingly demonstrated off Vietnam in 
1968, the resuscitation of the world’s last 
battleship squadron was stubbornly resisted 
by the navy that owned it. Intense lobbying 
was needed to bring about the battleship’s 
eventual return, and the success of that 
lobbying was due not to the nostalgia of 
ex-battleship men but to former airmen. 
Though all four of the American ‘Iowas’ 
had served off Korea, only New Jersey was 
taken out of the seals and cocoons which had 
protected her, since her last decommission 
in August 1957, for service off Vietnam. The 
reason as announced by the US Navy 
Department (1 August 1967) was ‘to provide 
an extended range and increased destructive 
power’ to the fleet’s fire support force off 
Vietnam. This was, of course, a belated 
resumption of the heavy shore-bombard- 
ment role which had been one of the battle- 


ship’s main functions in the latter years of 
the Second World War. But there was more 
to it than that. New fersey’s recommission 
was not merely to give heavy-calibre fire 
support to the American and South Vietna- 
mese land forces. It was, rather, to attack 
targets which were proving increasingly 
costly for the tactical air forces. The 
pressure for New fersey’s recommissioning 
came less from the Navy than from the 
Army and Marine Corps airmen, who were 
facing escalating losses in attacks on well- 
protected North Vietnamese strongpoints. 
By 1967, in fact, air strikes on targets such 
as bridges (always difficult for fast-moving 
aircraft to hit) had become a far tougher 
proposition than in the Second World War. 

New fersey’s 16-inch broadside was there- 
fore re-enlisted to take the mounting strain 
off the airmen, by taking out pinpoint 
targets with the accuracy of radar-guided 
gunnery. Before the Vietnam War shifted 
deep inland into Laos and Cambodia, 
operations were largely confined to the long 
coastal strip. Some 80 per cent of the targets 
previously earmarked for tactical air strikes 
(over a thousand such targets in all) were 
therefore within range of New fersey’s guns. 
To answer the inevitable criticism of the 
$21 million required for New Jersey’s refit 
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and recommission (modern radars were an 
obvious necessity), it could be argued that 
this sum was equivalent to about six shot- 
down F4 Phantom aircraft, to say nothing 
of the cost of training lost crews. 

During her six-month tour off Vietnam 
New Jersey achieved a new battleship record: 
the greatest number of heavy shells ever 
fired by a single battleship in one com- 
mission. Between 1943 and 1945 New 
Fersey’s total expenditure of 16-inch shell 
had been 771 rounds. Off Vietnam in 
1968-69, nearly a quarter of a century later, 
she fired 5,688 rounds. The measure of the 
veteran battleship’s success was not to be 
found merely in targets destroyed, but in 
the wide areas within range of her guns 
which were estimated to have been com- 
pletely evacuated by the Vietcong and their 
supporters. 

Despite the undoubted success of the 
experiment with New fersey, it was neither 
repeated not extended to the other three 
‘Iowas’, and New Jersey was again decom- 
missioned and cocooned in 1969. This was 
partly because the US Army and Air Force 
Commands thereafter fell into the trap of 
abandoning the tactical scalpel for the 
strategic sledge-hammer, resorting to 
massed bombing raids on North Vietnam 
and Cambodia. Both in the United States 
and North Vietnam, the psychological 
effects of the bombing were far-reaching 
and could certainly have been anticipated. 
In America it led to growing revulsion and 
protest against the war, aided by virtually 
unanimous international condemnation. 
But in North Vietnam, as had happened in 
Germany and Japan during the Second 
World War, civilian morale was inflamed 
and hardened rather than undermined. 
Nothing could be done to alert villagers 20 
miles inland to the dreadful destruction of 
a 16-inch salvo out of the blue. But in- 
coming bombers could be detected on radar, 
air-raid warnings sounded, and an easy 
hate-and-defiance propaganda campaign 
waged against the murderers in the sky. 
New fersey’s return to mothballs in 1969 
epitomised the relinquishment of selective 
striking power for indiscriminate bombing 
which helped lose America the Vietnam 
War. 

But there was another reason for the 
battleship’s return to storage in 1969: sheer 
embarrassment, in the year which saw the 
first American Moon landing, at the proven 
efficiency of a weapon-system and tech- 
nology popularly regarded as extinct. 
Whenever the official history of the twen- 
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tieth century’s technological revolution 
comes to be written, it will be impossible to 
record the deep-rooted influence on that 
revolution of the ancient urge to ‘save face’. 
This took the form of a feverish pursuit of 
the most ‘up to date’ military technology, 
one of the earliest manifestations of which 
had indeed been the international battleship 
mania of the pre-1914 years. One of 
NATO’s basic morale-sustaining lifebelts 
in the confrontation with the Soviet bloc 
has always been insistence on the so-called 
supremacy of Western technology. This has 
led to a dangerous Western obsession with 
technology for its own sake, especially in 
politicians with their constant eye on the 
opinion polls and tomorrow’s flashy head- 
line; and unfortunately for the West it is the 
politician who decides defence priorities. 

Technology-mania leads directly to a 
state of mind which arrogantly rejects the 
lessons of even recent history as hopelessly 
out-dated. In 1937 the British Admiralty, 
announcing the perfection of the asdic 
(sonar) submarine-detecting device, pro- 
claimed that the U-boat menace could never 
confront Britain again — a false prophecy 
terribly exposed between 1940 and 1943. In 
1966 Denis Healey, Defence Minister of the 
Wilson Labour Government, similarly pro- 
claimed the obsolescence of the aircraft- 
carrier as surplus to Britain’s naval defence 
requirements, with the assurance that 
British forces would never again be operat- 
ing beyond range of land-based air cover. 
This was also disproved, again at wicked 
cost, in the Falklands War of April-June 
1982. It was in precisely similar vein that 
American President Jimmy Carter, in the 
spring of 1980, turned down the proposal 
to restore the ‘Iowas’ to service. It was 
‘inefficient’, Carter maintained, ‘to apply 
hundreds of millions of dollars to resurrect 
1940s’ technologies’. 

Opposition to the resurrection of the 
‘Iowas’ was by no means restricted to 
ignorant politicians and public commenta- 
tors. The US Navy itself fought a stubborn 
rearguard action to the scheme, arguing that 
public funds would be better spent on more 
carriers, nuclear submarines and advanced 
electronics. New Jersey’s recommission was 
only announced in 1967 after the retirement 
of Admiral McDonald, who while Chief of 
Naval Operations had blocked the scheme 
all along the line. Intense lobbying was 
needed to break down this resistance, and it 
was significant that this lobbying was con- 
ducted not by ex-battleship men but by 
ex-airmen, veterans of Korea and Vietnam. 


Right : New Jersey in action 
again, firing by radar against an 
inland target, Vietnam, April 
1969. 

Below : Iowa makes a stately 
turn to port during the Korean 
War in October 1952. 
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Chief protagonist was Charles Myers, Jr, 
ex-Korean War fighter pilot, test pilot, and 
from 1973 to 1978 a tactical air-warfare 
specialist at the Pentagon. 

Myers began with the blessing of an open 
mind and a readiness to learn from naval 
history. His researches showed him that the 
‘Iowas’, despite having been launched in 
1942-44, had only served a total of 13 of 
their allotted 30 years of operational life. 
The cost of reactivating just one of them 
matched that of a single brand-new frigate, 
or of a dozen aircraft. After leaving the 
Pentagon in 1978 Myers doggedly tracked 
down all former combat fliers with influence 
in political life, and ‘sold’ his ideas to them 
with enthusiasm and success. Breakthrough 
point came when Myers converted John 
Lehman, chairman of the Republican 
Party’s defence committee — and Secretary 
of the Navy to Ronald Reagan, who 
replaced Carter as President in 1980. 

The proposal of Myers which hooked 
Lehman (and, when first put to him in 
December 1980, the President-elect) cast 
the battleship in an entirely new role. The 
‘Iowas’ would indeed retain their 16-inch 
guns, for use in conventional conflicts when 
required — but they would also be modified 
to carry the new Tomahawk cruise missile, 
able to deliver a thermonuclear warhead 
1,500 miles. The missile’s range would be 
boosted by the battleships’ own range of 
15,000 miles at 17 knots (5,000 at 30 knots), 
making the ships the most potent conven- 
tional/strategic units in the US Navy - 
unlike the ballistic-missile firing giant sub- 
marines, which are designed to take no part 
in conventional operations. Though it re- 
mains to be seen what effect the awesome 
concussion of 16-inch guns will have on the 
electronics and circuity of the missile era, 
no other warship type has ever been ear- 
marked for such a total transformation. 

The initial vote of funds to reactivate 
New Jersey passed through Congress in 
spring 1981, but in November of that year 
there was heated opposition to the request 
of funds for Jowa. This, however, was over- 
borne by some forceful talking — notably 
Senator Denton of Alabama, who pointed 
out that if New Fersev’s guns had been 
available to take out the Thanh Hoa bridge 
in 1965, he would not have been shot down 
while attacking the bridge. Nor would he 
have spent the next 7} years as a prisoner in 
the notorious ‘Hanoi Hilton’. ‘There is a 
reason for those ships’, affirmed Denton, 
‘and thank God the Navy is coming forward 
asking for them again’. 
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Below : High-angle 16-inch 
trials in New Jersey, October 
1982. 
Below left : New Jersey in dry 
dock (February 1982), showing 
one of her four massive screws. 
Right : Ordnance team in New 
Jersey prepares for the first 
16-inch firing, 28 September 
1982. 
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